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CHAPTER 1
Rylee
I TRAILED MY fingers down the side of the crumpled missing person poster, taking in the hard feel of weathered paper. That was one of the downsides of Bismarck, North Dakota. Weather wasn’t exactly kind, regardless of season, and tended to age everything. Paper and people included. About half dozen pictures plastered the board, young and old alike, but this one poster—I couldn’t take my eyes from it.
The edges crinkled, curling with age, and the picture was faded, but I still saw the kid in the center.
Jonathan Aaron Black. Age 10. Dark brown hair, dark brown eyes. Missing over 2 years. Mentally incapacitated, needs medication. Please contact family if found. $25,000 for information leading to his recovery.
I stared at his photocopied eyes, the way they crossed and the dull level of apathy behind them. This was the one I wanted to go after, my heart tugged at me to find him, and take him home.
Giselle, my mentor, warned me not to tackle any “salvages” on my own. Shit, her voice always echoed in my head. Always warning me, always cautioning me.
“Rylee, finding missing children; those are the most dangerous salvages. You don’t know the reason they were taken. And you don’t have the experience to know an easy case from a complicated or perilous one.”
But I wanted to bring all of them home; those lost ones needed someone to champion them. And for me, being accused of murdering my younger sister and hiding her body, made it that much more important to bring at least some families back together.
All I had was my ability to Track. An innate talent that manifested when I was sixteen. I could find anyone, anywhere, no matter how far away they were. Even if they were dead. My sister was the only one I couldn’t find, the only one I would never bring home, and that fact ate at my soul and drove me harder than any taskmaster could.
As far as I knew, I was the only Tracker around, which made learning the ropes interesting. But for me, it was more than that. Tracking missing kids gave me the chance to make right what I couldn’t in my own life. A shudder of guilt and sorrow rippled through me, stealing my breath.
I shook those thoughts away. Don’t dwell on the past, not now.
My finger traced the words in front of me, pausing over the monetary amount. The money would be a bonus. At nineteen, I was tired of being dependent on Giselle for everything. The last three years had been rough, and I wanted to start living my own life. Giselle had come to my rescue when my own family turned on me, believing the worst of me. She wasn’t related by blood, but she was the only family I had. One of the few I truly trusted.
Besides, Giselle wasn’t with me and couldn’t stop me from going on this salvage. A smile curled my lips. Using my one natural talent, I sent out a mental thread, Tracking and trying to connect with young Jonathan’s essence. At the very least I would know if he was alive. That was the beauty of my ability. No matter how far away someone was, I could find them.
Milly, my best friend with eyes as green as spring grass—who also happened to be the other girl Giselle mentored, once said I was a psychic bloodhound. Even though I got into a wrestling match with her over that title, it was kinda accurate. Alive or dead, and I much preferred alive, I could find anyone I had a name and a picture for.
At least anyone who wasn’t my sister.
Young Jonathan would be no different than the other people I’d Tracked. Though to be fair, after missing for two years, I didn’t think I’d get a heartbeat back on him.
I was shocked as shit when not only did I get a heartbeat, but a strong directional pull. Far to the southwest, the kid was alive and well from the energy flowing along the threads to me. Which meant not only could he be found, I could take him home to his parents.
“Fucking awesome,” I whispered, smiling to myself as I pulled the aged poster from the grocery store board. Giselle wasn’t home, off on some self-interpretation thing I had no interest in, and Milly had gone to some guy’s place for the weekend. My grin got wider. Giselle would never even know.
My first solo salvage. This would prove I was good enough to go out on my own.
Heart pounding, I fought not to run home. Already my mind raced ahead to the salvage. I needed my weapons, cash, and change of clothes. The only problem was I had no mode of transportation.
But I would figure that out. How, I didn’t know, but I knew something would work out.
I ran up the steps to the three-story older style house I called home. Even though it was really Giselle’s place; it had become a refuge for me. My room was on the top floor and I burst in, packing a bag as fast as I could. The only weapons I had were a single sword that I strapped to my back, two short knives I tucked into the tops of my boots, and a Swiss army knife I stuck into my back pocket.
I closed my eyes, took a long slow breath, and continued to Track Jonathan, keeping a tight hold on his threads. He was still there, southwest. I couldn’t get a better bead than that.
In June, as hot as North Dakota was, heading southwest would only make it hotter. The sword strapped to my back was easily visible, and wearing a jacket to cover it would not only make my life miserable, but could make people stare. That put taking the bus on the ‘not happening’ list. Low profile was key when it came to salvages. The last thing I needed was someone reporting me to the police. I cringed at the very possibility.
The sound of a familiar rumbling engine caught my ear and I peered out my window. My heart hammered at the sight of the lean body of one seriously cute neighbor as my thoughts about rescuing Jonathan scattered.
Sure, said neighbor was five or six years older, but hell, a blind woman would stare. Even a saint would drool.
And I was no saint.
At just over six feet tall, with the body of a freaking Adonis, Caleb was pretty much any woman’s dream and I was no exception. Dirty blond hair and eyes I thought might be a stormy gray (I’d never actually gotten close enough to see) he had a way of smiling that melted knees and ice alike. At that moment, he was standing in his front drive, without a shirt on, his tanned muscles flexing and catching the summer sun in a very appealing fashion as he fiddled with the engine on his motorbike.
I had enough cash on me for gas if someone would be willing to let me borrow their ride. Or maybe even drive me to where Jonathan waited. Caleb could come in seriously handy.
As a mode of transportation, of course; nothing more. Of course, it would depend on me being able to convince him to help me.
Gripping the edge of the window, I stared at him. If I were Milly, I’d just sashay over there, thrust out my boobs, and have the bike keys in a matter of seconds. But I’d never been much of a boob thruster. Never mind the fact my eyes swirled with three very distinct colors and tended to freak people out when they got a good look at me. Milly with her long dark hair and spring green eyes would have been a serious asset in getting what I wanted from Caleb.
So the question was how the hell could I get him to lend me his bike without Milly?
An idea began to form and I didn’t question it, just ran out of my room barely remembering to grab my bag as I went. If I thought about what I was doing, I might chicken out, and Jonathan needed me.
Glancing once to make sure no cars were coming, I jogged across the street before my nerve left. “Hey, Caleb.”
He turned and I fought to keep breathing, reminding myself this was so I could help a kid who’d been missing for two years. Jonathan needed me to be strong, not some silly schoolgirl crushing on her neighbor. I took a slow breath and held it for a second before letting it out.
“Hey. You’re Milly’s sister, right?”
Close enough.
“Yeah. I didn’t know you knew her.” I tightened my grip on my bag, my hands sweating.
He laughed and shook his head. “Everyone knows Milly.”
Something in his voice made me bristle. Sure, Milly was a bit on the boy crazy side, but she was only seventeen. Narrowing my eyes, I glared at him, and then remembered I was supposed to be playing nice. Softening my eyes and my voice, I did my best to sound sweet.
“Listen, I was wondering if I could get you to give me a ride. I can pay for the gas, but it’s kinda urgent.”
His eyebrows shot up. “You need a ride somewhere? Where’s Giselle?”
“She’s out of town this weekend.”
With a slow, perusing affect, he stared at my face. Maybe he wondered if I was lying.
Or maybe he was checking me out. I was hoping for the latter.
I’m not proud to admit that I blushed, seriously badly blushed, felt the heat all the way from my toes to the top of my head. Forcing the words out, I’m proud to say I didn’t lie. “Yeah. I have a friend who’s in a bit of trouble and I need to get to him as soon as possible.”
Caleb frowned and bent to polish a spot on his bike that I was pretty sure didn’t need it. “Sorry. I don’t do the whole taxi thing. Not even for a pretty girl.”
“I’ll give you a thousand dollars when it’s all said and done.” The words burst out of me and I hoped I was right. That I’d have a thousand dollars to give him. It was only after I said it that I realized he’d called me pretty.
He stood back and eyed me up and down, as if suddenly I had his interest, even if it was just for the cash. “You don’t have that kind of money.”
The truth of his interest stung. “My friend has that kind of money. You don’t even have to stay with me, just drop me off and then you can come home, and I’ll get you your fucking money when I get back.”
His eyes popped wide when I said ‘fucking’, and I took careful note to try not to curse around him. Some people couldn’t handle my mouth, but I couldn’t help it. The words just kinda spilled out of me. My mouth had gotten even worse since I’d discovered my ability to Track.
Caleb’s eyes traveled up and down my legs and I realized he was checking me out. “How far away is your friend? For a thousand dollars, he isn’t the next county over.”
Hmm. Pretty and smart. Gotta like that in a man.
Get a hold of yourself, Rylee! He was just pissing you off!
“Southwest. He’s a ways out there.” I really wished my Tracking ability could give me more than that, but it was vague, the directions only becoming clearer as I got closer to the kid. “I’m guessing a day’s drive one way.”
Please let me be right about that.
“You’ll pay for the gas?”
I nodded, hope blooming. “And an extra thousand when I get back, like I said.”
His lips curled upward into that heart-stopping smile I’d only ever caught on the peripheral. He reached out and tugged a strand of my long, auburn hair forward. “You are intriguing, Milly’s sister. Very different from her. Just as pretty, but a tad bit on the tough side.” That last bit was under his breath and I wasn’t sure I was supposed to hear him, so I ignored it.
I swallowed hard. “Does that mean you’ll help me?”
“A damsel in distress, a mystery to unravel, a road trip on a beautiful summer weekend. Sounds like fun.” Laughing, he picked up his shirt and slid it over his head. For a moment, I was disappointed, but then recalled this was not a romantic trip. Nope.
This was work.
And I had a kid to save.
 
 





CHAPTER 2
Lark
“LARK, I’M TELLING you, something weird is coming. No, more than weird. Dangerous.” The fairy fluttered around my head despite the fact my forge was going at full tilt, the coal fire within the belly of it red hot, and my work shop was cooking. He ruffled my long blonde hair with his passing, daring to dart low over my cleavage to get my attention. Of course he wouldn’t think of touching my sweat slicked skin, no matter how badly he craved salt. Even he wasn’t that brassy.
This was not the first doomsday prophecy my alcoholic little friend had given with a message of ‘bad shit on the horizon.’ A part of me was waiting for him to start singing “Bad moon rising.” For him, 70’s music from the human world was damn near prophetic.
He darted around my head, zigzagging and dodging sparks that spit out of the two foot by two foot home made metal forge as the material inside heated. Ten inches tall with a long white braid that fell to his heels, he had wings reminiscent of a monarch butterfly, all gold and black. Of course, he only hung out with me because his own people wouldn’t let him back in their fairy mound until he apologized for mooning the queen and pissing on her leg.
Yeah, he wasn’t exactly in their good books at the moment. I still didn’t know how he got away with his wings, let alone his head, intact. I knew the queen well, we’d worked together years ago. She was almost as hardened as me.
Almost.
Not that I had a much better reputation with my people. Nope, a couple of outcasts like us really didn’t have the room to point fingers and call names.
The nickname ‘the Destroyer’ didn’t exactly leave me with a lot of friends. And yes, I really did earn the name.
I rolled the hammer handle in my right hand, flipping it to the rounded edge. I worked the raw steel at a bright orange and the glow lit my workshop. “Fine. Something weird is coming, Tomasen.” I used his full name, knowing he hated it, as I held the steel with the tongs and brought the hammer down, thinning the material. Every once in a while I got the urge to make something specific. And for some reason, today it was a sword. Not for me, but someone else.
“You never listen to me,” Tom grumped, floating up to sit on a special perch I made him. Not iron, but silver. Just like the old tales, iron didn’t sit well with the delicate fairy folk. He tried to get me to make it out of gold.
I’d told him to kiss my ass.
“You’re always drunk, you little fairy shart. Hard to tell when you are actually giving advice, or just deep in your cups.” I didn’t take my eyes from the task at hand. Not a good idea to get distracted when dealing with thousands of degrees of heat and heavy tools. The burns on my arms proved that was a poor idea even on a good day.
I didn’t want to admit to him that I actually agreed with his assessment. The winds had shifted, and even here in Death Valley, things could change the world around us. The beauty of being an elemental connected to the Earth was that I sensed those changes long before they happened. Right now, the Earth whispered someone important was coming my way.
Someone I needed to meet and who needed to meet me. Interesting. The last time I’d gotten this wave of certainty had been over twenty years ago and it landed me on the outs with my people. Not that I cared, they were a bunch of twats with sticks up their asses, who the hell wanted to fit in with that?
Gritting my teeth, I shoved the steel back into the forge to get the heat up.
“Wait, I see it on your face! You know I’m right.” Tom flew higher, his wings catching an updraft from the forge. His bug eyes sparkled, knowing he caught me. I let out a sigh and finally nodded.
“Yes, someone, or several someone’s are coming our way. I don’t know who, but She has given me the heads up.” We didn’t use the Earth’s real name, it was considered sacrilege, and though the humans thought her name was Gaia, it wasn’t her true name. She didn’t mind, though, as long as we respected her.
“Sweet. I was right!” He thrust a hand into the air and floated down to stand on top of my head. His feet dug into my scalp, tiny toes tipped with claws that I wasn’t particularly fond of.
“Get the hell off my head.” I flicked my tongs toward him, as my senses tingled around me. I cloaked myself in a swath of darkness that hid my face and identity from those who would do me harm. It slid over me a split second before a new voice broke the air.
“An elemental swatting at one of those they are assigned to protect? That seems a tad ironic, doesn’t it?” The deep rumble of a voice I knew and had hoped I would never deal with again curled around me. I kept my back straight, anger flaring along my synapses. Even though I knew he couldn’t see me, the real me, I hated to face him. The camouflage on me looked like a heavy cloak, one that hid my blonde hair, womanly shape and even muffled my voice. My eyes, though, I knew they would glow through. One green, the other amber; they were all this interloper would see. Hell, with my current task of hammering out steel, he likely didn’t even know I was a girl.
Fine by me.
“I’ll do whatever I want on my own grounds, demon.”
He laughed and I pulled the hot steal out, smashing it with far more force than I needed to. The metal bulged out in a very poor spot, wrecking my first attempt at the sword completely.
“Whoring piece of shit.” I threw it into the shallow tub of water I had for just such purposes, steam flaring up around the quickly cooling steel and turning the small room into a mini sauna. I forced myself to turn. He was a big bastard for a demon, imposing both in his bulging muscles, and the way his red irises took everything in and gave nothing back. This was not the first time he’d shown up on my doorstep. Behind him stood a trembling young girl, different than the last time he visited. Her long dark hair swirled down to her waist and her green eyes were full of fear. She mouthed something to me I barely made out.
Don’t help him.
My gut clenched and I wished for the thousandth time I didn’t have so many restrictions placed on me. That was the cost of my earlier years seeking out revenge on those who’d torn my life into pieces, of doing what I’d wanted and not being the good girl I was supposed to be. I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding.
“What are you doing here, Orion?”
“Well, I have a little favor to ask. Since you are an elemental, you are supposed to be neutral, are you not?”
Goblin piss, this was not what I needed today. I kept my face smooth, though, controlled as was befitting my station.
“I am neutral.”
He grinned, and perhaps another woman would have swooned, but being an elemental gave me immunity to the charms of others. In particular, those who wanted to control or sway me. Not that the demon knew that. No one did.
I leaned back, putting my hip against my anvil and waited. He had no power over me, but he could hurt Tom if he so chose.
“There is a young woman coming your way. Someone I’d rather not deal with in a few years. Would you mind… waylaying her?”
Surprise arched through me. If he was saying what I thought, then this was about to get interesting. “Prophecies starting to bother you, demon boy?”
His lips thinned and the obvious frustration I gave him flickered in his eyes. “I’m taking precautions. Will you help me, Earth elemental?”
Now, there was the sticky part. Being neutral was all well and good, but it meant we had to sometimes pick sides. And we were supposed to pick the side of whoever came to us first. In other words, if you yelled ‘shotgun’ around an elemental, you’d get their help while your enemy would get annihilated. And yes, an elemental would know what ‘shotgun’ meant. While we’d been around for ages, we kept up with things. Or at least, I did.
My curiosity was beyond intrigued, but he didn’t know there was no way on Earth I was helping him. Besides, I was stuck here in Death Valley, forbidden to leave. Leaving wasn’t an option for me. Curious though, I strung him along. “You want her dead?”
His red eyes lit up, and I knew this was going to get ugly really fast. “That would be ideal. Perfect actually.”
With that, he turned and left, the young girl shaking and trembling when he put a hand on her shoulder. His fingers bit into her and she nodded, opening a cut in the air.
I sucked in a sharp breath as they walked through, disappearing.
“That can’t be good for the girl,” Tom said, flying to the doorway to peer out. “Crossing the veil that way, it takes pieces of your soul unless you are necromancer, isn’t that right?”
I nodded. “She should never have been taught how to do that.” Crossing the veil, the thin layer between the world of humans and supernaturals, could be deadly. Or at least not something taken lightly. I wasn’t surprised Orion had someone doing the dirty work for him. I felt bad for the girl, and as much as I itched to help her, I’d learned my lesson.
No interfering in the lives of humans or supernaturals. Particularly when demons were involved.
Not even when souls were on the line.
With a sharp exhale I held my hand over the dirt at my feet and called up another piece of iron ore. The ground obligingly gave a nice chunk, one free from any flaws or weak spots.
“Thank you.” I tipped my head to the dirt at my feet, touching my fingers to my lips.
Back in the shop, I started from scratch, bending and folding the metal, over and over.
I had a sword to build.
 
 





CHAPTER 3
Rylee
WITH MY ARMS wrapped tightly around Caleb’s upper body, it would be really easy to think we were on a date. Yeah, if not for the conversation that had nearly derailed my entire salvage, I could easily believe we were on a date.
“What the heck is that?” He pointed at the handle of the blade strapped to my back and I gave it a glance like it was nothing.
“Just in case we run into trouble.” I tried to make it sound like a joke, but apparently I wasn’t so good at making jokes. He paled and took a step back.
“Are you serious?”
“Look, just pretend I don’t have it, okay? I don’t like going anywhere without some way to take care of myself. Life of a girl on her own and all that shit.” I hoped he wouldn’t ask to frisk me. Then again, the idea of his hands wandering over my body wasn’t that bad of an idea, though it did turn up the temperature a few degrees.
I licked my lips. “Can we go?”
Reluctantly, he’d gotten on his bike, started it up, and then handed me a helmet.
We rode a few hours in silence. I Tracked Jonathan as we went, feeling his threads call to me, a beacon of hope. A part of me wondered how the kid was still alive. The missing person’s paper hadn’t said anything about it being one of the parents who’d taken him. Those cases I left alone. Then again, the paper—tucked into my shirt—hadn’t been exactly lovey dovey. Basic info and not much else.
I tapped Caleb on the shoulder and yelled into the wind, “Let’s get something to eat.”
He didn’t answer, just angled the bike toward the upcoming off ramp. Of course, being on a bike, I couldn’t look around much; certainly not behind us. Which would have been brilliant since we had a tail.
On our ass was the one and only Agent O’Shea. My personal stalker who had been trying to pin my sister’s murder on me since she’d gone missing.
As we pulled into a fast food burger joint, Agent O’Shea and his partner who I didn’t recognize pulled in beside us.
“Oh fuck,” I whispered, the wind blowing out of my sails. If Caleb freaked out about a sword strapped to my back, what would he do if he found out Agent O’Shea was on my case for murder?
Caleb whipped toward me, a frown on his beautiful lips. “No one likes a potty mouth on a girl, Rylee. It’s really quite vulgar. You should fix that.”
I all but swallowed my tongue. He didn’t like a potty mouth, and what was I? Hell, I’d been holding back, or at least, I’d been trying to. I kept my weapon clad back facing away from Agent O’Shea as he stepped out of his black sedan. He was young for an FBI agent, maybe in his late twenties with dark hair and the classic dark suit and sunglasses.
He’d been on the original case when my little sister had gone missing. His first case from what I understood. Even from behind those dark sunglasses, I felt his eyes fasten on me and my nerves jangled in response. One day he would be the death of me, I just knew it.
“Adamson,” he barked and I cringed. “What are you doing this far out of your area?”
Caleb looked at me. “You know this guy?”
My lips twisted as I fought the nausea O’Shea stirred in me. “Old family friend.”
Even from there, I easily saw Agent O’Shea’s eyebrows rise. Then he gave a slow smile and my guts churned even faster. He was going to do some asshole thing in front of Caleb. Just because he could.
“You didn’t tell your date the kind of person you are, did you? About your rap sheet?”
Oh, fucking hell. I had to cut this now or I was going to lose my ride.
“Piss off, O’Shea,” I snapped, forgetting I had a sword strapped to my back as I turned and headed toward the burger joint.
“Stop right there. You have a permit for that weapon?”
My feet froze, obedient to the voice of authority even now. A sharp breath escaped me. “You know I don’t.”
“Hand it over, Adamson.”
“Son of a bitch,” I muttered, thinking Caleb was too far away to hear. He paled as I stripped the sword from my back and held it blindly toward O’Shea. Apparently, I hadn’t been as quiet as I thought. Oops.
“Any other weapons?”
I glared at him, let him see how very much I hated him. “Why don’t you go do your job, you lazy ass excuse for a cop? Aren’t there real criminals out there you should be chasing down, instead of stopping at burger joints for another fix for your gut?” Something in me snapped and I reached out, backhanding his stomach, expecting it to be soft and squishy.
Nope, wrong again. It was hard and he tensed with the slap I gave him. I snatched my hand away and strode once more toward the door of the burger joint. I was not letting O’Shea take this salvage from me.
“Either you hand over the rest of your weapons, or I’ll write you up for assault of an officer,” O’Shea said, stopping me in my tracks. I turned to him, his confidence in having put me into a corner written all over the smirk on his lips. Biting back any retort, and every swear word in me, I handed over both knives, keeping only my Swiss army knife. Which was stupid since it would be next to useless in a fight. Again, I strode for the joint, fighting both anger and embarrassment, both of which were making me want to cry.
“You shouldn’t be rude to cops. They’re here to help us, you know, keep the peace, keep criminals off the streets.” Caleb said as we stood in line for our meals.
The door behind us dinged, and I prayed it would be just some average Joe, here for a quick bite to eat.
But I felt O’Shea’s heavy presence at my back and stiffened. “I wouldn’t be rude to cops if they would stop harassing me.”
“I don’t harass criminals. I hunt them down.” O’Shea’s voice slid over me, and I fought the swirling emotions. He had no idea what he was saying, what he was doing. And then Caleb put a hand on my lower back and ushered me forward. The heavy buzzing in my ears of my emotions rushing through me kept me from ordering and Caleb did it for me. All I could think about was the guilt I carried. I was responsible for my sister’s death, I knew I was. But no one could prove it. O’Shea really wasn’t far off the mark and we both knew it.
The truth ate at me, and one day I would pay for the mistakes I’d made.
I peeled out the money from my back pocket and put it on the counter for the meals without a word.
How the hell I managed to choke down the burger and drink, I don’t know. With my throat tight and my stomach rolling with nausea, I was surprised I didn’t throw it all back up.
Through it all, Caleb did a running commentary, his voice soothing and easing its way through me. As we stood to leave, I spotted O’Shea. He gave me a tight smile and a wave.
I flipped him off.
Caleb steered me out of the restaurant and onto his bike.
“I don’t know why they’re bothering you, but I don’t think you deserve it.” His stormy gray eyes caught mine, holding them for a half second before he leaned in and kissed me.
Now, it wasn’t a real kiss, no open mouth, no heart pounding, ridiculous amounts of love rushing through my veins. But it was Caleb. And that made it fucking amazing. Even if I couldn’t say that in front of him.
“Thanks,” I breathed as he pulled back.
He grinned and swung onto his bike. “Come on, let’s help this friend of yours.”
I swallowed hard and swung my leg over the back of his bike. “O’Shea will probably follow us.”
Caleb, eyes sparkling, gave me another grin. “Then we’ll just have to lose him, won’t we?”
I tightened my grip on him as we sped out of the parking lot and onto the highway. He was surprising the hell out of me. First he says not to be rude to cops, and then he tells me he can lose them?
There was no point in worrying about it, since he was on my side and helping me out.
Hours later, though, I still hadn’t put it from my mind and worse, my one day with Caleb acting as my chauffeur was almost up. And with the way Jonathan’s threads felt as I Tracked the kid, we weren’t even close to finding him. Still south was what I was getting, and the threads were beginning to bend further west. What the hell had I gotten us into?
“So, Rylee, you want me to just drop you off here?”
Caleb had pulled over to a roadside motel and I swung off his bike. “A deal’s a deal.” I handed him almost all of the cash I had left, leaving myself a $20. “Here, that should get you home.”
“You aren’t seriously going to expect me to leave you here, are you? What kind of a guy do you think I am?”
The fading light kissed his features and I so badly wanted him to stay with me. Not because I thought I needed help with the salvage. No. I just wanted him.
Yeah, that was more honest.
“Look, I don’t know how much further he is, and I said I would just—”
He put a hand up, stopping me. “You think I don’t know a little bit about you and Giselle? You think I don’t know that you rescue kids when you think no one is looking?” He reached out and touched a finger to my jawline. “I want to help you, if you’ll let me, pretty girl.”
My heart hammered so loudly I wasn’t sure he’d hear me speak over the sound. “Why didn’t you say anything when I first asked you?”
He gave a sheepish shrug. “You always go with Giselle. I didn’t think you were allowed to go on your own.”
“I’m not a child,” I said, my spine stiffening.
He held up his hands. “I don’t think of you as a kid. Honest.” His smile curved those oh-so-kissable-lips and he leaned close. “And if I’m being honest, I’ve been waiting for a chance to get to know you better.”
Yeah, okay, that did it. He curled a hand around my neck and pulled me close. This time the kiss was anything but polite.
Hot and sweet, I struggled to keep my knees locked so I didn’t fall over. Sure, I’d been kissed before, but not like this. Like the world had stopped moving and—
A sharp twist of pain shot through Jonathan’s threads straight into me. I jerked away from Caleb with a gasp and fell to my knees. I clung to the thread I Tracked, feeling the kid somewhere out west go from perfectly fine to hurt and scared in a matter of seconds.
“Rylee, are you okay?”
I shook my head and pushed myself to my feet. My whole body shook with the effort, and I did my best to paste on a smile. “If you really want to help me, we can’t sleep, the kid is in trouble.”
Caleb lifted both eyebrows, his eyes intense, drawing me in. “I wasn’t really thinking about sleeping.”
Blushing, I almost forgot about Jonathan for a moment before I caught myself. “No, I have to help him.”
Letting out a sigh of what could only be frustration, Caleb gave a slow nod. “Let’s go then, I don’t think you’ll let up till we find him.”
A pang of disappointment twanged at my senses, but I pushed it away. No point in feeling sorry for myself. We had a kid to rescue.
 
 





CHAPTER 4
Lark
THE SWORD I held looked remarkably like a katana, something I’d never attempted in my five hundred years. I was more of a ‘short sword and big knives’ kind of girl when it came to what I made. A katana was as delicate looking as it was dangerous. Yet the metal spoke to me, told me what it wanted to be, and like always, I’d had no choice but to listen. I rolled the sword in my hands, the balance perfect, the handle resting in my palm like it was a part of me.
Working the metal always reminded me of Griffin, of how he’d shown me the beauty and art of working the metal without the aid of my innate ability with the earth.
Tom let out a snore across the room, gagged and rolled over, pushing a pile of rocks I’d been collecting loose. They clattered to the floor, but he didn’t wake up.
I had a problem and no one could really help me. Being neutral was far easier said than done, and technically Orion had asked for help and I was somewhat bound to help him. If someone was clever enough to track down an elemental, then they tended to get the help.
Hades and hellfire, I did not want to help Orion. He wasn’t the first demon I’d dealt with, and I doubted he’d be the last. The only thing saving me, if my help came back to bite me on the ass, was my probationary status. I was not to leave Death Valley without permission, and I sure as hell wasn’t asking permission to help a demon.
“Disgusting demons and their games.” I laid the katana on the still warm anvil, left my shop, and stepped into the blinding sunshine only Death Valley could produce.
Hands on my lower back, I stretched, each vertebrae popping one after the other. There was only one place I was going to get answers, and it wasn’t from the supernaturals or elementals around me.
Barefoot and wearing nothing but cut-off jeans and a white tank top with coal smudges, I headed toward a quiet spot in the valley, one where the tourists didn’t tend to flock. Presentation wasn’t important when dealing with the mother goddess on a regular basis. She wasn’t big on pretentious assholes. But she could be seriously pissy, like any woman, and I hadn’t spoken to her in a long time.
Which could prove a problem when it came to asking for help.
In the middle of the desert with the sun beating on my head, I folded my legs and sat. The ground was hot, baked to a crisp, and though it was not pleasant, I let the heat seep into me, linking me with everything that was nature and all that flowed through it. The connection didn’t take long to open me to the female entity, who at times, I thought of as my real mother.
Little Larkspur, what trial do you face now that would bring you to me? A heavy dose of sarcasm and irritation flowed from her to me. I swallowed hard and spit it out.
“A demon has asked for my help.”
Demons are not all bad, you know that. No more than all elementals are good.
“This one is bad; he’s already proven it by taking a witch hostage. Something that is, last I checked, a big no-no.” I didn’t know for sure, but I suspected he was going to be a serious pain in my ass. Orion had been climbing the ranks in the demon world for a lot of years from what I knew. I had no doubt he was about to make a bid for their throne. I might have to say I was neutral, but in my heart I most certainly was not. There was no way a world run by demons would be good for anyone, elementals included.
She was silent, and I thought perhaps I’d lost my connection to her. Not good in the middle of a conversation.
You wish permission to ignore your neutrality yet again and try to stop this demon? I didn’t miss the bite in her words and I cringed. I was still paying for that, twenty years later. But I would do it again in a heartbeat; the consequences were nothing to me. Exemption from the throne? What did I care? Missing all the extra powers that came from being queen? Nah. Not my style.
Instead of couching it, I answered her as bluntly as I could. “Yes. I think this demon might be behind far more than he appears. If he makes a bid for the demon throne, we could all end up paying the piper.”
Larkspur, one day you will face the consequences for your rebellion, for all the revenge you sought in your youth. But that day is not yet here. I will not approve of this, but neither will I forsake you; you should know that by now, my child. I will never forsake you. Her words softened and I felt her love for me flow over my heart and soul.
That was all I needed. I leaned forward, pressing my lips to the ground. “Thank you.”
Do not thank me. There is someone coming you must meet and she will be at the center of this mess. You need to protect her, Larkspur.
She was gone with a whisper on the wind, and I straightened, telling myself to mind my manners and not cause more problems than were already on the horizon. With a snort, I jogged back to my shop. Just helping the person Orion wanted me to kill might be enough to stop him from his plans. At least, I could hope that was the case.
Back in my shop, Tom was still passed out. Not that I wanted him to come with me. Bad enough that one of us would be getting into trouble for breaking the rules. Besides, I was only going to the edge of my territory, no further. I didn’t need Tom with me. I slid my hand over the grip of the katana, debating.
Yes, it was for this stranger, but now, or later? I lowered the blade and backed out of the shop. Not now. Soon, but not now.
Around the side of my shop I headed toward my sleeping quarters. I wanted my own weapons, because even though I could make the ground swallow someone whole, I’d learned the hard way not to rely only on my abilities.
The flicker of movement in the window of my small house stilled my feet. I flattened against the edge of the shop and slowed my breathing. Who the hell would be brassy enough to break into my house?
A better question was, who the hell knew where to find me? Especially since this was my second visitor in twenty years, and both on the same damn day. That could not be a coincidence.
Holding my breath, I lowered to my belly. With a flick of my thumb, the earth opened and swallowed me so only a thin skim of dirt was over me. A perk of being an elemental tied to the Earth. I moved through the hard packed dirt as if I were swimming, the dirt like water flowing over my body, the grit and rocks rolled against my skin, reminding me of everything I was.
At the foot of my door I waited, reaching out with my senses through the wood of the building, the bare floor. I could ask the ground to devour the intruder whole, but then I would have a hard time getting any answers. The energy flowing from the stranger was intense, vibrating through the ground, straight into me, and I recognized it.
I hadn’t seen her for years. Without concern I stood, the dirt falling from me as if I hadn’t been laying in it.
Opening the door I didn’t bother with the cloak of darkness that would hide who I was. It wouldn’t work with this one since she was a Reader. Closest thing to a psychic the supernatural world had. That and she’d spent a hell of a long time with me, until my banishment anyway.
“Giselle, what brings you all the way out here?”
The older woman turned to face me. Her dirty blonde hair was streaked with thick white bands and though her energy was the same, I was shocked at the changes in her appearance. Even her eyes had aged, as though she’d lost vital spark deep within them. Again, it had been a lot of years ago that I’d seen her. Over twenty, and even though she was a Reader, someone who could see the future in others, it was easy to forget she wasn’t like me. Yet, as a supernatural, she shouldn’t have been aging that fast.
She’d aged, while I hadn’t.
She stepped close and hugged me. I held her tight, more happy to see her than I wanted to let on. I’d missed her, and thought about her often over the term of my banishment.
“Larkspur, it is lovely to see you, my friend.”
I smiled, and looked at her more closely. She was in her forties at best while I crept over the sixty mark, though I still looked as I had when I first met her—barely thirty. Again, appearances could be deceiving.
“You just happened to be out my way, looking to have tea?” I closed the door and went to the old fashioned stove. I blew on the small bed of coals inside, igniting them again.
“Tea might make this conversation easier,” Giselle said, her voice and body slumping with what I assumed was fatigue.
I motioned for her to sit and she took the only chair available, the only chair I had. I wasn’t big on company.
Being who I was, I waited for her to spill her guts. Patience I had in spades and it had served me well over the years. Even if within my own circles I was still considered a child.
She sat quietly while I prepared the tea. I remembered she liked the cream put in first, then a half teaspoon of honey, not sugar. I used my own blend of herbs for the tea, the smell of chamomile filling the small room in a matter of minutes.
After pouring the brew into the only cup I had, a ridiculously delicate china cup with blackberry vines scrolled across it, I handed it to her.
She took it, her fingers trembling. “Thank you.”
I nodded, saying nothing. Though I had to admit my curiosity rose with each passing moment.
Why did I get the feeling the requests of my two visitors would intersect?
Giselle took a sip of tea, smiling sadly over the rim before speaking. “There is a missing child, one that I would ask you to save.”
My eyebrows shot up. “I heard through the grapevine you were training a Tracker. First one in a lot of years, why not get him to find the kid?”
Her brown eyes seemed to flicker, and I recognized hints of madness. The spirits and her natural talent were not kind to her, taking too much of who she was with each Reading of a person’s future. “The Tracker I am training, she is too young, too inexperienced to face the creatures that hold this child captive.”
That did not sound good. “And you think I can get this kid out?”
She took another sip of her tea, then put the cup down but didn’t let go. Just held onto it as if her hands were cold. “You must.”
I burst out laughing. “I must do nothing I don’t want to, Giselle. You of all people should know that.”
“He is a child, yet already he is a Writer, and the words he writes are ripples of prophecy.”
I leaned my hip against the edge of the stove away from the hot kettle. “You don’t mean writer as in Stephen King, do you?”
Giselle’s eyebrows rose and I kept her gaze, refusing to blush. What did she think, I was a complete illiterate? Gods, it was boring on your own for twenty years, reading was one of the few pleasures I had besides my metal work. She cleared her throat and dropped her eyes to her teacup.
“No, I mean Writer as in the spirits speak through him, demanding he be their voice. It is far worse than being a Reader like myself. He is without training. I am shocked he has made it this far.”
That much I already knew. Writers and Readers, they needed help navigating the early years as their talents rose up. Without help, the often lost their minds to the information coming through them. “How is it, then, that he’s still alive?”
Her head snapped up and her brown eyes met mine. “What do you mean?”
I blew out a slow breath. So much of the supernaturals history was embedded in me that it was hard to remember I wasn’t really supposed to tell all I knew. Then again, this was Giselle and I’d known her since she was a child. And she was one of the few people unable to forget meeting an elemental. A perk of being a Reader, I suppose.
“Writer’s tend to be killed if they are not lost to the madness. Especially those who write through the ‘ripples’ as you call them. So I am curious if he is even alive.”
Her fingers tightened around the cup. “He must be. And he must be kept and hidden from the world, kept safe from those who would use him for their own gain as is the case now.”
A groan slipped out of me. “No, no, no. I am not taking on a kid.”
“At least find him, and find a place for him to be safe.”
I stared at the ceiling, the cracks in the wood evident from years of drying in the desert sun, the little sprouts of greenery kept trying to survive the heat in those cracks. “Why, why would I do this?” It wasn’t that I didn’t want to help; it was more of getting into shit again. Giselle had been there when I’d rebelled, when I’d been seeking out those who’d destroyed me. She knew what it had cost me. Her request was far more deadly in some ways than what Orion had asked. Him, I could deny. Giselle was far harder to say no to.
“Because the world will rest on his prophecies. Because the Blood of the Lost is coming into her own and must have this Writer’s prophecies if she is to stop the end of the world from crashing around us. I know you believe this, even if the other elementals do not.”
Biting the inside of my lip, I thought over what she said and what she was implying. “Let me get this straight. I save this Writer kid, put him somewhere safe, and that’s it?”
“Yes. It should be simple for you, with your abilities and strengths.”
My jaw twitched. Giselle didn’t know what she was really asking of me. I’d been confined to Death Valley and was supposed to stay for at least another fifty years. A sentence I could handle, even if I hated it. If I left to find this kid, then I would be forfeiting any rights I had as an elemental.
I would be anathema and even my father wouldn’t be able to save me.
“I will think about it,” I said, unable to give her more. Her eyes flickered and again I saw marks of madness hover over her.
“Lark, please do more than that. I do know what I ask of you.”
Of course she did, how could I be so stupid? “Then what waits for me, Reader, if I do as you ask?”
“The world will be saved, and the Blood of the Lost will triumph over the demons that come.”
I shook my head. “No, I get that part. What happens to me?”
Her lips pursed tight and she stared into her mostly empty teacup. “It will not go well for you, I will not lie.”
“How bad?”
“You will lose your freedom. You will lose everything you are until the final battle when the Blood of the Lost will come for you.”
The blood slid from my face and pooled somewhere about ten feet below me. I knew what she was saying. “The oubliette?”
Mouth tight, she nodded and I swallowed the bile that rose in the back of my throat.
Save the world, and face the consequences: the oubliette was the one place I never wanted to be again.
The one place I couldn’t face. A small, dark, miserable hole where people were put as punishment of the worst kind. Cut off from the world, from light and the earth and everything good in the world.
So I did the only thing I could think of.
I didn’t give her an answer.
 
 





CHAPTER 5
Rylee
WE DROVE THROUGH the night, and I was surprised at how well Caleb held up. Even when we stopped for gas, he didn’t seem tired. Of course, it was maybe a bit hard for me to judge because every time we pulled over my mind was far busier with the taste of his mouth and the feel of his hands roaming my body. His touch aroused and confused me. I loved that he seemed to want me, but I couldn’t think with his skin on mine. And I needed to think. Needed to remember what I was supposed to be doing.
“Rylee, you should have come to see me ages ago,” he murmured against my mouth. I pulled back and sucked in a deep breath, feeling as though I were drowning under some sort of crazy spell. Which was nearly impossible for me. Spells tended to bounce off, same as poisons and sickness. Another great perk from being an Immune on top of being a Tracker.
Other than Giselle and Milly, no one knew I was an Immune. That ability kept me safe from a lot of shit in the supernatural world, and it was the ace up my sleeve, so to speak.
“You were the hot guy next door. I couldn’t just come over and fucking well talk to you.” My head spun with carnal, dirty, naughty thoughts, almost blocking out the threads of Jonathan’s fear. Talking to Caleb was not what I was thinking about, not at all. I couldn’t help the smile that slid across my lips as I reached for him.
“Watch your mouth,” he said, frowning at me and stepping back. “I’m serious, that is foul coming out of your mouth.”
I gulped down the next thing I was going to say and lowered my hand. “We should get going. We are getting closer to him.”
Caleb frowned, and then gave a sharp nod. “It’s really unattractive, sounding like a sailor instead of a lady.”
Shit, he was not going to let this go. Blushing, I ducked my head. “I’m trying not to swear.”
“Try harder.”
He walked back to the bike and slung his long leg over it, and I followed, shame and embarrassment tingling along my spine. He didn’t understand; it was honestly not something I had control over. Like the words had minds of their own. Giselle even seemed to think it was a trait tied to being a Tracker, but still, I couldn’t help it.
I slid my leg over the bike and put as much distance between our bodies as I could. Slipping the helmet on, I pointed at the road sign ahead of us. “Go that way.”
“Las Vegas?”
I nodded. “Yeah, he’s that direction, for sure.” Of that I had no doubt. But Vegas was a big, bustling town and it was going to get interesting finding Jonathan in it, even with the ability to Track. Caleb didn’t ask any more questions, just took off, the bike rumbling underneath us.
The night air was cool against my skin, easing the burn of embarrassment that still heated me. I wanted Caleb to like me, wanted him to want me as much as I wanted him. I was going to have to really work at keeping my mouth in line or I was going to scare him off.
An hour into our ride, I saw the lights of Vegas lighting the sky even though we were a long ways off. Two more hours and we passed the “Welcome to Las Vegas” sign, complete with drunk tourists taking pictures in front of it at barely five in the morning.
Caleb, who hadn’t said a word since the gas station incident, pulled over next to a hotel. Or at least, I assumed it was a hotel. It was a giant pyramid with a light shooting out the top and sphinxes sitting at the front edge.
Sphinxes whose eyes rolled to get a better look at me. I nearly swallowed my tongue, but still managed to sputter out, “We need to find another spot.”
“Why?”
“Please, just trust me.”
“Rylee, don’t be difficult,” he said, exasperation heavy on his tongue. Fucking hell, how did I get a mere human to see a pair of rather large sphinxes eyeing us?
I couldn’t, that was just it. So I waved at them. “Sorry, we’ll go.”
Caleb twisted to look at me as the sweat poured down my face. “Who are you talking to?”
I didn’t look at him, just kept my eyes on the sphinxes who both seemed satisfied with my acknowledgment of them. Their eyes drifted closed and a part of me wondered what they were protecting. Sphinxes were rare, like ridiculously so if what I’d studied was correct, and they were only ever used for protection.
You didn’t want to piss them off, either, because they had taken out cities in the past. Once they had the scent of an intruder, they were unshakeable. Not a good thing.
“Rylee, you seriously need to consider if you want this or not.” Caleb’s voice turned me toward him.
“Want what?” I blurted out, not sure I understood. He waved at his own chest.
“Me. Us, whatever this relationship is. You can’t get all weird on me now. I’m not going to date someone who is a nut job.”
Weird? Of course, that’s what he would see. “I’m not getting weird.” I bit off the ‘fuck’ I wanted to add to that line.
Barely.
“Good.” His hand drifted from my hip up to wrap around my neck, softly, not in a threatening way. “Where do we need to go to find your friend?”
Swallowing hard, I focused on Jonathan’s threads, Tracking him was easier now that we were much closer. “That way.” I pointed down the main strip and Caleb laughed, his eyes lighting up.
“You don’t even have an address?”
If he thought I was being weird talking to a Sphinx, how would he handle me telling him I was a psychic bloodhound? Yeah, that wasn’t happening anytime soon.
“I just know the general direction.”
“All righty then, let’s get this show on the road, we have things to do.” He reached over and touched the tip of my nose, a glint of lust flaring through his eyes.
A pang in the back of my head, a little red warning light, went off, but it was smothered under the barest touch he bestowed on me.
We drove deeper into the city until we stopped at the far edge of Freemont Street.
“Historical Freemont Street, the very beginnings of Las Vegas,” Caleb said as he parked the bike and paid the guy who ran the parking lot, giving him enough money for days instead of hours. I thought it was weird, but I sensed Jonathan so strongly that Caleb’s voice was a distant noise and the weirdness of what Caleb did faded. The fatigue of being up all night fled as I started down the middle of the street. No cars were allowed; foot traffic only, and the lights over our heads were bright and beckoning.
Still a little dark out, the light show projected onto the canvas covering the sidewalk like a ceiling was going above our heads, flashing and dancing in patterns. Yet I barely noticed it. What I did notice was the large blue ogre who mixed drinks at the outside bar next to one of the old hotels. My eyes fairly bugged out as I watched him flirting with the humans, his grin wide and open, his skin giving him away to me, at least. Even at that distance, I saw multiple piercings on his ears catch the light as he threw back his head to laugh.
Ogres were not supposed to be so… jovial. I found myself walking toward him, forgetting Caleb was there.
The ogre grinned down at me. “What can I get for you?”
I said the only thing I could think. “Ogre beer.”
Around me, the humans laughed, Caleb included. But the ogre didn’t laugh. He smiled, but his eyes looked downright fearful. “All out up front. Might have some in the back if you really want.”
The first question that whipped through my mind was ‘Could I take him if I had to?’ He was a big boy, seven feet, leanly muscled and ogres were known for only two things.
Fucking and fighting.
I sure as hell wasn’t going to give into any advances, but I couldn’t help but want to know what he was doing here, slinging drinks. “No funny business.”
“Rylee, you can’t really want to go with him?” Caleb grabbed my arm, but I shook him off, a little irritation flaring. I could take care of myself, even if all my weapons had been confiscated. Stupid-ass O’Shea.
“I won’t be long.”
Leaving a grumbling Caleb behind, I followed the ogre into the hotel, through a mass of people and smoke, past the ringing of slot machines and more noise than I would have ever thought possible in a single room to a small door that led into a back room loaded with booze. I shut the door behind us.
“Who are you?” He crossed his arms over his chest.
“Name’s Rylee. I’m a Tracker.”
He frowned, which tugged a piercing over his one eye downward. “A Tracker? Are you sure?”
I burst out laughing. “As sure as I am that you are an ogre bartending in downtown Vegas.”
He gave me a wry grin and held out a hand. “Okay, fair enough. Name is Dox. What are you looking for?” I gave him my hand, watched it get engulfed in his blue fingers. So many questions, like how the humans didn’t see him for what he was, why he was here, and why he was so nice. I settled for the obvious.
“How the hell are you hiding in plain sight?”
“This is Vegas, kid. Everyone wears a mask here. They think I’m in costume, not realizing they are seeing the truth when they look at me. You get a lot of that here.”
What he said made a perverse kind of sense. Humans often didn’t see the truth of the world, even when right in front of them. They didn’t see what they didn’t want to.
Recalling what Giselle taught me, I launched into investigator mode, going for the most pertinent issues. “What kind of uglies could I be dealing with while I’m here?”
His eyebrows shot up. “Any number of things. What area are you going into?”
I Tracked Jonathan, feeling the pull of him moving away from me. Damn it all to hell and back. “South, I think.”
“As far as Death Valley?”
I shook my head. “Not sure.”
Dox pursed his lips and narrowed his eyes in what I hoped was deep thought and not deep irritation. “We have the usual suspects. A small coven, but they tend to be pretty quiet, will-o’-the-wisps float about on the open desert, so you will have to watch for them if you get spelled easily.”
“Shouldn’t be an issue.”
“Good, because they draw people into the Minotaur’s lair. He’s a royal pain in the ass when he’s angry.”
Minotaur? “You’re shitting me.”
Laughing, Dox shook his head. “Nope, sorry. We have a couple of… what did you call them, uglies?” I nodded and he went on. “Uglies that are seriously old school.”
“I saw the sphinxes.”
“Yeah, they are more for show. Haven’t had a problem with them for a long time.” He paused, his eyes going thoughtful before he went on. “There are some sirens around, and even whispers of an elemental. But that last is more legend than anything else.”
I struggled to concentrate on Dox’s words. Jonathan was being taken further and further as we spoke, but it was a strange further. Like south, but deep. That didn’t make sense which meant I had to get going before I lost his threads. “Well, thanks for the help, Dox. Maybe I’ll stop by for a drink after this mess is done.”
“You even old enough to drink?” I blushed and he laughed, leaning over conspiratorially. “I won’t tell.”
“Thanks for your help. Really.” I turned for the door.
“Don’t tell anyone you met me. That’s all I ask,” Dox said, his voice quiet.
I paused and turned back to him. “Sure. You keep my secrets, I’ll keep yours.”
We both grinned at the same time, like a couple of fools. Which if I’d been thinking at all, I’d know I really was being an idiot.
I’d never faced anything big, bad, and ugly without Giselle and Milly by my side. And now I didn’t even have a weapon.
I was a fucking moron.
 
 





CHAPTER 6
Lark
I WAS A damn moron.
Sweat dripped down my face, and it had zero to do with the heat of the desert and everything to do with the fact I stood on the boundary line between my imposed prison and the free world. My fingers traced the small bag draped across my body. A few essentials were in it, things I always took with me. A piece of charcoal, a slice of leather, a few small tools, and several packs of herbs; all things I’d need at one point or another and had learned to take with me.
The katana was strapped to my back since it wasn’t for me to use, but for this person I was going to run into. I didn’t think it was the Writer, the kid who needed rescuing. Then again, what the hell did I know anymore?
The flash of tawny wings and a red tail caught my eye, giving me an excuse to stand still while the hawk landed on my shoulder. “Red, what are you doing this far from your nest?”
“Could ask you the same thing, Lark. You know I have to tell your father if you… wander off.” The hawk tipped his head and looked at me, black eyes unblinking.
Teeth gritted, I turned my head and stared at the boundary line only visible to me. Like a humming band of energy, the second I took a step over it everyone in the elemental world would know.
“Tell him then.”
“I rather like your company. Makes this place bearable.” He flapped his wings and his talons gripped, digging into the muscle.
Hearing a sharp yip made me want to groan out loud, but I kept it together.
The panting of a long tongue and pattering of small feet could only mean one thing.
Kit had found me too. “You two hate each other, how is it you managed to get a job as my wardens?” I glared at the dusky red fox who snorted at me.
“Not my idea of fun, either, princess. But your dad doesn’t like you going around without some way of keeping tabs on you seeing as you can block him out.”
The fox and the hawk were two of my father’s familiars. Animals that bent to his beck and call. That was part of the reason I was sent to Death Valley in the first place. My own familiars didn’t hold up so well in the heat. Familiars were just animals, nothing special about them other than they could communicate with elementals. Just thinking of my two friends, a pang of sorrow flickered through me. I missed Peta the most, and I hoped that she was okay, wherever she was.
I tucked my hands into my pockets and stared at the humming boundary line. “Well, I’m going on a walkabout. You two coming, or staying behind to try to eat one another?”
Red butted his head against mine, nibbling on the edge of my ear. “The oubliette awaits you, why would you do this?”
My shoulders slumped. “If I don’t and the world goes to hell with demons riding it to the bitter end, how could I live with myself? What does the oubliette matter then?” That was the question that kept me up all night, unable to sleep. I was not like the other elementals; that had never been in doubt. That’s what had gotten me into trouble my entire life, if I was being honest with myself. I didn’t fit in.
Half-breed. Yeah, that too.
So why in the goddess’s green Earth would I stop doing what was right? Just because it scared me? No. Giselle was right; I had to go forward, regardless of the consequences.
Even if they made me want to hide under in the undergrowth of the redwoods as I had as a child.
Kit darted forward. “Well, let’s get this show on the road. You know we have to come with you.”
That was the fox for you. He didn’t really care I’d be in the oubliette after this little adventure was done. All he cared about was the prize for him. Whatever it was that my father had promised him was enough to keep Kit dodging my heels.
Red on the other hand… the hawk sprang from my shoulder. “Lead on then, princess.”
In some ways, far easier said than done.
The oubliette waited for me, but so did this missing kid. Giselle, after much prodding, hadn’t been able to tell me where the kid was, but she told me who was holding him.
And she was right, there was no way a young Tracker, or even a Tracker with help would be able to get the kid out.
It wasn’t every day a Shadow Walker took a child to protect. They were known for a lot of things, but not that. Unless he was using the kid to watch the future unfold, to see how it played out. That was possible. Shadow Walker’s loved their knowledge and prophecy crap. That alone would be enough for the kid to prove a veritable goody bag for the Walker. I hissed out a breath, thinking about the difficulties ahead instead of the punishment waiting for me and stepped over the boundary line.
The energy zipped off in the four directions of the world, snapping the chains of my confinement and speeding off to tattle on me to those who held said chains.
“Come on then, let’s get this over with,” Kit barked at me, trotting ahead. “Where are we headed?”
“None of your business, you smart-assed mutt.” I set off jogging, knowing I could cover a good deal of ground before the sun was fully up if I kept a steady pace.
“Mutt?” he snarled as Red screeched with laughter above our heads.
“Yeah, he does look like a mutt, doesn’t he? All stupid and mangy.”
Kit snarled at us both and I did my best to ignore him.
I settled into a ground eating pace, faster than any human could ever run. But for me, it was nothing. It wasn’t long before Kit swallowed his bitching complaints and focused on keeping up. No doubt, my father had imbued his familiars with stamina in case they had to keep up with me.
My father understood what made me tick, better than anyone else. He and I both knew it was only a matter of time before I pulled a stunt like this.
An hour passed and I slowed to a walk, the world seeming to move like molasses now that I was no longer running full tilt. Ahead of us, Las Vegas and the Strip loomed.
The only Shadow Walker I knew held court underneath Caesar’s Palace and if I remembered correctly, he was a serious douche. Grumpy and cranky, old and powerful, I was hoping to slip in and steal the kid without him even noticing I was there. And if that didn’t work, I’d try bribery.
Last resort would be fighting my way through to rescue the kid.
I watched the traffic speed by. Going unseen amongst the human population was easy enough, but I wanted to hitch a ride the rest of the way into town, to conserve my energy.
Even I didn’t have endless reserves, especially when I would be dealing with a hell of a lot of concrete and very little of the land itself. “Kit, make yourself useful and get one of those big rigs to stop.”
“Have you been eating magic mushrooms? I’m not going in front of one of those big—”
Before he could say anything else, I scooped him up and chucked him into the middle of the road. Traffic skittered and skidded to a screeching halt. Of course, it was just a few small rental vehicles, probably some poor sap of a vacationer who’d just shit his pants after nearly killing a piece of local wildlife. But the stoppage of those vehicles jammed all the traffic, including one large flatbed truck blessedly empty.
“You crazy ass bitch!” Kit screamed as he ducked and dodged the humans swarming him, trying to see if he was hurt. Laughing, I jogged to the truck and climbed on the back. Red dropped to my shoulder, chuckling.
“I always knew you liked me better.”
“You aren’t so damn pretentious,” I said as the truck shifted into gear and headed toward the city. I waved at Kit. “Besides, what happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas, right?”
He screamed a number of obscenities and then Red launched into the air. “I have to get him.”
Letting out a sigh, I laid back on the flat-deck, the hot dry air so opposite to what I grew up with. I missed the lush forests and heavily wooded glades that had been my home for so long. Which of course, was why my punishment for my rebellion landed me in Death Valley. Better than the oubliette. I suppressed a shudder.
There was a thump on the deck, and I rolled my eyes to see Kit rushing toward me, his teeth bared. I flicked my hand at him, stopping him in his tracks. “Attack me and I’ll forget you are my father’s familiar, you little shit.”
His eyes darted from me to Red hopping on the deck closer to me. “I wouldn’t test her. I remember what she’s capable of. Just because she’s held back this last twenty years doesn’t mean she couldn’t turn you inside out and laugh while doing it.”
Ah, that was why Red was so respectful of me. He at least hadn’t forgotten who I was. Or what I was known for.
We rode into Las Vegas and at the first red light I slipped off the back of the truck. There was a bit of a walk to Caesar’s Palace, but that didn’t bother me. The crowds surged and flowed around me as if I didn’t exist. Red stayed on my shoulder, nervously lifting first one foot, then the other. At my heels, Kit paced, his face a mask of serious dislike. Maybe even hatred.
What did I care? I shouldn’t, but I didn’t want him to hate me. Just a side perk of being an elemental, when the animals around you weren’t happy, you felt it.
I took a step, then another on the hot concrete, glad I’d worn my army boots. “Kit, what’s my father got on you?”
He let out a choking, laughing bark. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
“Try me, you’d be surprised what I’d believe at this point in my life.”
Kit rolled his eyes up to me. “I was human, and made the mistake of cutting down his favorite tree.”
Shock rippled through me. I’d heard that fable every night growing up. The silly human who defied King Ghobe and had taken trees out of the sacred grove to build a house. “You’re yanking my chain.”
“I’m not.” His eyes wouldn’t lift to mine and his shoulders hunched.
“And if you serve him well, you get to be human again?”
Kit snorted. “Something like that.”
I did a quick calculation in my head. “You’ve been around over five hundred years, trapped as a fox. That stinks.”
Red bumped his beak against my temple. “He hasn’t always been a fox. Depends on his behavior.”
I looked at Red from the corner of my eye. “You a trapped human, too?”
“Nope, just a very long-lived bird.” The hawk had the audacity to wink at me.
I shook my head and picked up my pace. The humans flowed around me, never coming into my personal space. And because of their proximity to me, Red and Kit couldn’t be seen, the human eyes sliding right over them. Perks of a familiar with an elemental.
The Strip, even this early in the morning, all but vibrated with energy. There were the tourists, of course, the usual hawkers of wares and then my favorite, the passed out drunks. I particularly enjoyed the head down, ass in the air pose more than a few humans had assumed after their nightly revelries.
Yet as I walked, none of those things drew my attention.
Someone was coming my way, the someone who belonged to the sword strapped to my back.
Ahead, I could just see her energy floating above the other humans. Ignoring everything else I went straight for her.
She wasn’t just a human, I could tell right away.
No, she was more.
She carried blood of an elemental who was forbidden to blend with anything but another elemental. It had been tried a few times, blending different elements with humans, and the results had been mild. The four elements: fire, water, earth and air, could easily breed with a human and the offspring would be a human with perhaps an affinity for gardening, or the talent to swim great distances.
But there was one element, when bred with humans, where something stronger was created. A human that was no longer human, but a new kind of supernatural. One with unpredictable abilities and powers no one had ever seen.
This girl, whoever she was, had the fifth element residing deep within her.
The same element that made up my other half and caused me so many problems.
The element of Spirit.
 
 





CHAPTER 7
Rylee
“HOW MUCH FARTHER?” Caleb asked as we walked the Strip. I was so focused on finding Jonathan I didn’t really hear him at first. I stopped walking and blinked at the sky, the painfully bright blue hurting my eyes.
“Not far.”
“You said that the last time I asked you.”
I’m not proud of what I said next, but it spilled out of me. “What the fuck, man? I told you it was going to be a bitch to go all the way with me, and now you want to fucking well pussy out?”
His jaw dropped. “What did you say to me?”
“She said stop being a pussy.” We spun to see a tall, blonde woman standing in front of us. I say tall because she was taller than my 5’9, but she was hardly an amazon. She had a large bird on her shoulder, and her eyes disturbingly reminded me of my own. One green, the other a golden amber hue. Though I saw the muscles all but ripple as she walked, she was very pretty, the lines of her face and cheekbones refined and feminine, her movements flowing like a dancer. All up her left arm, starting on the back of her hand was a tattoo that looked to be of a climbing vine with thorns. Delicate and unusual, I couldn’t stop staring at it, wondering how far over her body it went.
“Excuse me, I don’t think you’re a part of this conversation,” Caleb snapped, stepping between me and the new woman.
She laughed and put a hand on his shoulder. “Boy, you do not want to piss me off, any more than you want to piss her off.”
I stared at her. She was a supernatural, of that I was certain. What wasn’t certain was whether she was going to try and kill us or just warn us off like the sphinxes had.
“Caleb, don’t bother her.” I reached up and brushed her hand off his shoulder and sizzling electricity sparked between us. I stared, unable to take my eyes from her. There was a fucking lot of power under her skin, I sensed it and wasn’t sure my immunity would keep me safe.
“You’re the Tracker, aren’t you?” she asked, though the way she worded it, she already knew.
I blinked once, hoping she would understand I didn’t really want Caleb to know how different I really was.
She put her hands on her hips. “I’m Lark.”
“Rylee. And this is Caleb, he’s helping me.”
“Rylee, don’t talk to this freak show,” Caleb said, and he grabbed my upper arm to drag me away. Back the way we came.
“Caleb, let me go. I have to get this kid.”
“No. This has gone far enough.” He gave me a hard jerk, snapping me around to face him and I gasped. He put his face to mine. “Enough games. I gave you a ride all the way here, went along with your silly rescue mission, and now I want what I want. When I’m done with you, and your body is nothing but a quivering mass of desire waiting for me to pluck the strings, you won’t even remember the kid. Then, and only then will I hand you off. ” He planted a hard kiss on my lips, his tongue gagging me. I jerked away, stunned and unable to process what he was saying.
“What the fuck is wrong with you?”
“I like you, Rylee, I really do, but not when you aren’t a good girl.”
Stunned, I stared at him. “What are you saying?”
He gave a roll of his shoulders and tried to draw me close to him. “I like a girl who is obedient, one who listens, and doesn’t try to play games with me. Your mouth is filthy, but I can work with that. And the rest, well, you need to learn your place.”
I freely admit my jaw dropped. He wanted to control me, tell me who to be, what to say, and how to act. And I’d kinda been letting him.
That was the end of that shit.
“You fucking dirt bag. You think because I let you kiss me, I’d let you control me? You think because I have a potty mouth, that makes me a bad person, or someone to be embarrassed of? Let me tell you something, Caleb, I am worth more than any other girl you’ve known, kissed, or fucked. If you want to judge me based on what your twisted fucking values are, go for it. I don’t need people like you in my life. The people who know me, know I’m a good person, no matter how I say or do things. You don’t like the way I talk, you can kiss my lily white ass.”
Oh, damn that felt good.
Behind us, the woman, Lark, clapped her hands for me and I felt amazing.
The slap came out of nowhere, and he hit me hard enough that if he hadn’t been holding me up, I would have dropped to the concrete. The bird on Lark’s shoulder let out a screech, and I heard her say, “This is not going to go well.”
But she didn’t interfere.
I came up on the rebound from the slap, not with an open hand, but a fist. A perfect uppercut had never felt so fucking good. Caleb’s teeth clacked as his jaw rammed shut and a part of me hoped he’d caught a portion of his tongue. His hand opened, releasing me as I staggered backward.
“You nasty little whore,” he snarled, the once perfect Adonis I’d admired gone in an instant as his skin rippled.
Yeah. Rippled. As in Caleb wasn’t human and had been fooling my stupid ass.
“Can you handle a siren on your own?” Lark asked.
I blinked several times, staring as Caleb shifted form. A siren? “I thought sirens were always women?”
She laughed. “No, the boys are rarer, but are real dicks to deal with.”
“I can’t on the street, everyone will see.” This was a damn mess, all because I’d trusted the wrong person. Giselle was going to kill me.
“No one will see. I’ll make sure.”
A quick look around showed me that the humans who were up and awake had taken no notice of Caleb shifting from decidedly yummy and human, to decidedly not yummy and very non-human. His body was still thick with muscles and he was the same height, but that was where the similarities ended. Where he had blond hair and stormy gray eyes, now he was bald, his head covered with puckered mud colored skin and eyes so deeply set into his skull, I couldn’t get a read on them other than the fact that they were glaring at me.
I moved to pull one of my knives from my lower back, forgetting they’d been taken from me, when something smooth and cool was placed against my fingers.
“Try this.”
I looked down to see the handle of a sword in my hand. I rolled it, feeling as if the weight and cut had been made for me. “Sweet.”
 
Lark
 
Watching the young Tracker take the sword, I knew she was the one to have it, saw the way the blade clung to her. Though I doubted she was supposed to have it right then, she could use it for awhile. She was going to need it to deal with the siren.
The siren snarled and lashed out with a foot, catching her off guard, tumbling her backward.
“You aren’t going to help her?” Kit yipped out, circling my feet, prancing with excitement.
“Nope.” I folded my arms and watched the fight. The girl moved with a grace that made me think of someone I’d known many years ago. Twenty to be exact. Could they be related? It was quite possible, they were similar enough in height and coloring, but it was more the way she moved that kept my attention and made me think of the woman from my past.
This girl had the same flow to her body, the bend and twist of muscles not only highly trained, but deeply ingrained with the ability to fight, and protect.
The realization of who she was hit me like a hammer between the eyes.
Sure, she was the Tracker Giselle was teaching.
But that wasn’t what struck me. It was the element that worked under her skin, she was part elemental. A small portion, but now that I was truly looking, I saw it.
Sweet earth mother, Rylee was a descendant of the Blood of the Lost.
She was the one in the prophecies, the one who would save the world.
She was also the one Orion wanted me to kill.
And she was the one I’d been put into banishment for.
I took three steps into the melee and wrapped my hand around the siren’s neck. He gargled and choked and Rylee stumbled back from me, her body still in fight mode.
I ignored her and increased the pressure on the siren. “Who sent you?”
He flicked his tongue at me, spit raining down on my face. “You can’t hurt me, you’re an elemental.”
Grinning, I tipped my head to one side. “Oh, you don’t know who I am, do you? I’m the elemental everyone’s afraid of. They call me the Destroyer.”
His eyes, even as deeply set as they were in his skull, bugged out and he began to truly fight me. I drew on the strength of the Earth and held him easily. “Who sent you?”
“No one, no one. I was supposed to seduce the witch,” he spit out, words tumbling over themselves.
“Wait, Milly?” Rylee lifted the sword and pressed the tip into the siren’s belly. He went completely still.
“Yes, Milly was the mark. But she’s been avoiding me. So you were the back up plan. I was to follow you to the kid.”
I looked at Rylee, happy to see she wasn’t melting down. “Any idea why a siren would be sent after this Milly?”
“She’s a very strong witch, with no ties to a coven. I bet it’s so someone can control her.” Rylee pressed her blade and again, I was pleased. She was young, but had a spine of steel and wasn’t afraid to use it.
“Siren,” I cooed, softening my voice to that of a seducer and not a destroyer, “you will tell us who your master is, and I won’t let my hawk peck out your eyes or my fox eat your testicles while you scream for mercy. Understand?”
“A vampire. That’s all I know. One with blue eyes who hides in the dark,” he whimpered.
Rylee stepped back, her face pale. “A vampire. That can’t be good.”
I shrugged and snapped the siren’s neck, the bone crushing under my fingers like brittle wood. With a heave, I tossed his body to the closest green space which happened to be one of the gardens in front of Caesar’s Palace. As he dropped to the ground, I flicked my hand and asked the earth to flow up and grab him, sucking his body down and into the silence that was the grave of the supernatural.
Rylee drew in a sharp breath, her eyes going to mine. “You killed him. And where the fuck did he go?”
“If I’d let him go, he would have killed us, or worse, made a mess of this rescue mission. He didn’t know anything else. And he went to his eternal resting place. It is one of my duties to make sure the supernaturals here are taken care of properly when they die. Normally I can do it from home, the Earth lets me know when a supernatural kicks the bucket and I pull them into the earth from there.” Why I explained it to her, I don’t know. It wasn’t like she’d asked.
“How did you know he didn’t know anything else?” Her eyes searched mine and again, I was struck by how much she reminded me of Elle. . . I shook it off. There was still a huge task ahead and getting lost in memories would not help.
“The way his eyes dilated, the sound of his heartbeat, the fear in him. Get good at reading people, you’re going to need it.” I reached out and wiggled my fingers at her. “Now, give me the sword back.”
She hesitated, then handed it over. “It’s beautiful.”
“It’ll be yours one day, but not right now.” I tucked it into its sheath. “Go home, Rylee.”
Sputtering, she grabbed my arm and spun me around, surprising the hell out of me. “I’m not going anywhere, there’s a kid who needs me.”
I stared down at her hand on my arm, but she didn’t back off. I lifted my eyes to her. “You don’t want to push me on this, you can’t come with me.” I sure as hell couldn’t explain that taking her into certain danger was not a really good idea. Not when the world would need her later.
“You can’t stop me.”
From my shoulder, Red clucked his tongue. “She’s a cheeky one, isn’t she?”
“Goddess above and below. Damned Trackers,” I muttered. “Always so freaking touchy, grumpy, and lippy.”
Red leaned close to my ear. “She could help you get in and out faster since she has a direct bead on the kid.”
I let out a soft groan. That part was true enough. I didn’t want her to get killed, the world couldn’t afford to lose her. Then again, if she was with me, I’d be able to keep her safer than if she followed along behind. Which, looking at the determination on her face, was going to happen if I didn’t allow her to go with me. “Fine. You come with me, do what I say. This is dangerous enough that your mentor didn’t want you coming. Not even with her help.”
Rylee let go of my arm, her eyes narrowing. “Giselle knew about this missing kid?”
“Isn’t that how you found out?”
She shook her head. “No, I saw his picture on a bulletin board and knew I had to find him.”
Damn, that was the elemental in her, touching on the world, drawing her to where she was needed.
“Well, let’s get our lily white asses in gear.”
This was about to get seriously interesting.
 
 





CHAPTER 8
Rylee
MY BRAIN STRUGGLED with what had just happened. Caleb turned into a siren, and Lark killed him, sucked his body into a garden in front of Caesar’s Palace, and now we were walking into the forum shops like we were on a girls’ day-out shopping. That is, if you discounted the hawk on Lark’s shoulder, and the fox tight on her heels.
“What’s with the animals?”
Lark’s eyes flicked to me, a half grimace on her face. “They are watchdogs, to make sure I behave.”
“You can talk to them?”
“Yes, elemental abilities 101.”
Her boots were silent on the tile floor, but mine made a steady clack that echoed through the hall. A part of me recognized I really hadn’t worn the right gear. Another part of me wanted very badly to be as calm and cool as Lark, and I was embarrassed I hadn’t been better prepared. For just a moment, I thought she would say more, but she didn’t. So I kept talking.
“Why do they call you the Destroyer?”
“Because I don’t behave the way I’m supposed to.” Her words were clipped and her eyes searched each area we came to.
“So you just wreck stuff for the hell of it?”
She stopped and turned to me. “This is not the time or place to be talking, or asking questions. The creature that has this kid is bad, worse than bad. It is strong enough that I’m not sure how we are going to get by it. And you, nattering away at me, are not helping my state of mind. Got it?”
“I’m not nattering.” I refused to slump under her glare or her words. No more of that shit for me. “I’m trying to understand. To learn.”
Lark gritted her teeth and even irritated, it was amazing how pretty she was. I doubted I looked that good when I was pissed off.
“After this is over, I will do what I can to answer all your questions. Assuming we both make it out alive, that fair?”
I nodded, satisfied. “Fair enough.”
We worked our way through the hotel, and it felt like it was never going to end. But in my head, I kept going over what happened with Caleb. Never mind I was still pissed that he’d been using me, or that he’d fooled me. And maybe even I was a little hurt that I hadn’t been anything special to him. But I was confused about something, more than all of that. He hadn’t spelled me, but I’d certainly been more than a little enthralled with him. More than taken. Yet, I was an Immune so I shouldn’t have been even that pulled under. Or at least, that was what I thought. But maybe it wasn’t as solid as my ability to Track. Maybe my Immunity wasn’t the sure thing I thought it was. A cold shiver caught me off guard. I’d not thought I could be spelled, but it looked like I was going to have to be careful, after all.
“Can I ask you one question?” I blurted before I lost my nerve.
Lark turned and lifted an eyebrow at me. “One.”
“Caleb… how did I not know he was a supernatural? Usually I pick up on it, and he’s been living across the road from us for the last six months.”
“Most likely, the energy he used blocked you from sensing him. Even Giselle would have been fooled at a distance. As long as he never had skin contact with her, she would never know.”
While that didn’t solve the whole Immune issue, it did explain why I hadn’t known what he was. “You were never fooled, though.”
Lark waited for me to catch up to her then strode off again. “I’ve been fooled enough times in the past by men that I’ve learned to not trust any of them until they’ve proven they aren’t twats.”
My lips curled up. Hell, I liked Lark. Even if she was some bitching destroyer elemental. Maybe I could talk her into letting me train with her. Now that would be something. Because even though she’d killed Caleb with her bare hands, I had a feeling she had a hell of a lot more training than that.
“Here’s the doorway,” she said, suddenly stopping in front of a blank piece of wall. I narrowed my eyes, using the second sight Giselle had been teaching me. I wasn’t very good with it, but it was enough for what Lark was pointing out. The wall had a set of double doors etched into it, hidden from the human world with a spell. I reached out and brushed my fingers along it, knowing my Immunity would disrupt it.
Lark hissed and grabbed my hand, but too late, the spell was displaced. I opened my eyes wide. “You’re welcome.”
“Now they know we’re here, ding dong.” At her feet, the fox seemed to laugh, almost as if he was more aware than just a regular fox. I glared at him and raised a boot.
“Try me,” I said.
He snapped his teeth at me, and I let it fly, but he skittered away before I could land a hit.
Lark laughed, her irritation from a moment before forgotten. “If you can boot him in the head, please do.” Her smile slipped. “But now that you’ve let the Shadow Walker know we’re here, we have to move our asses. Time is ticking.”
She jerked the large doors open. With their thickness, they were not light, yet she swung them as if they were cardboard.
Ahead was a tunnel that dove straight down, the stairs made out of the same marble the door was, and polished to a high shine. Along the walls, torches were set high enough that we couldn’t reach them, but they lit the place easily.
“Here, you take this.” Lark handed me the sword again and I didn’t fight the smile that spread on my face. The sword was freaking beautiful, in so many ways, and felt as if it were a part of my body.
Lark led the way, and the fox glared back at me from time to time. I didn’t care. I was totally in love with my new toy. Which is my only excuse for not seeing what was coming.
 
Lark
 
My eyes were trained on the stairwell, waiting for the flicker of movement that would give away the Shadow Walker. Red clenched my shoulder, his talons digging into me. “I don’t like this, Lark.”
I didn’t answer him, not because I didn’t agree, but because I was so keyed up. Behind me, Rylee moved almost silently. Giselle had done a pretty thorough job training her. Which was good because she was about to be put to the test.
Kit trotted ahead of me, his tail up and his ears perked. “This is so stupid. Lark, you have got to be the dumbest elemental in the world. Why would you—”
A dark shape detached from the wall and landed on him. He let out a screech that was cut short. I put my hand out to stop Rylee from rushing forward.
“Aren’t you going to help him?”
I didn’t look at her, kept my eyes trained on the shadow eating the fox. “Nope.”
Her breathing came in short bursts, but she didn’t panic. “What is that?”
“The Shadow Walker has minions; that’s one of them. As long as we stick together, they won’t bother us. Kit got too far ahead.” At least, that’s what I told her. The Shadow Walker’s pets were not particularly brave, nor were they large in number. A boon for us, one I planned to take advantage of.
Being underground, I tapped into the earth around us. It was much easier than I’d thought because the natural stone and marble used in building the underground fortress allowed me easy access to my power. Energy surged through me and from Rylee I heard a soft gasp. I turned and look at her, knowing what she saw would probably freak her out.
“Let me guess, my eyes are glowing, my hair is floating as if in water and a general spooky vibe just dropped over you, making you want to run up the stairs.” I lifted an eyebrow and she nodded.
“Yeah. That’s some crazy shit you’ve got going on.”
“Be glad I’m on your side.”
We continued down the stairs, the minion gone, Kit gone, and the three of us acting as if this was your everyday stroll into the pit of darkness.
For another ten minutes, we walked almost straight down, the steps becoming more and more narrow with each drop.
Rylee didn’t let me get more than a few inches ahead, and I could almost hear the questions hovering at her lips. But she managed to keep them in.
“When we get to the bottom, I’m guessing there will be some sort of challenge for us to face. Until we know what it is, take everything as if it will kill you, and either kill it first or run like hell back up.” I pointed to the stairs.
“Got it.”
I wondered how much she really understood of what we were going into. Shadow Walkers weren’t common.
“What can you tell me about Shadow Walkers?” Rylee asked as we curved around another landing, as if reading my mind.
I didn’t feel like talking, but more than that I wanted to keep an eye on what was around us, so I did something I probably shouldn’t have. I linked Rylee through her elemental blood to Red. It was a matter of seconds, and so easy I wondered if she had already linked to an animal before. The hawk gave an indignant snort.
“Your father will have your hide for this.” He pecked at my ear and Rylee sucked in a sharp breath.
“Is your bird talking?”
“I am not her bird.” He turned and I knew he’d be glaring at Rylee as only a predator can.
“That is fucking cool.”
He preened and even had the nerve to flutter his wings, and I knew it was a done deal. “Tell her about Shadow Walkers.” I kept my eyes to the walls and stone around us. Only one minion didn’t make sense, not if the Shadow Walker was truly trying to keep the kid for himself. Unless this was a trap? Hellfire, there was no way to know, either. Something strange was going on, that much was sure. I wished I could figure it out before whatever ‘it’ was happened.
“Shadow Walkers,” Red said, “are a strange creature. They look fairly human, but have the combined powers of a necromancer and a mage. Because of their powers, they can hide in plain sight, and rarely do they take an interest in the world around them. But if they do take an interest, you want to stay out of their way. There are not too many people who can stand up to their strength and come out in one piece.”
There was a pause and the sound of nothing but our footsteps for a good twenty seconds before she asked another question, and it was a good one. For some reason, I was proud of her for thinking as far ahead as she was.
“Weakness, strengths, what can they do, and what are they limited by?”
Red head butted me. “This is your department.”
I waved her up beside me. “Keep your eyes open and tell me if you see anything, even the slightest thing that doesn’t seem right. A stone that doesn’t look right, a shadow that gives your nerves a jangle, anything that catches your interest really.”
“Okay.”
Still doing my best to watch for a booby trap, I answered her earlier question. “Shadow walkers are not really alive, but not really dead either. They hover between the two so they are damn hard to kill. Before you ask, they aren’t like a vampire or a zombie. They are corporeal, more like a ghost gone very, very wrong. They are mages who gave up their mortal coil as a trade for power and become Shadow Walkers. It is through a series of spells and incantations they can even exist, so they are not something you can physically hit.”
I stopped as we rounded what turned out to be the last landing. In front of us was an open archway, but from our vantage point it wasn’t the archway that had my attention.
It was the labyrinth, laid out, beckoning us forward.
“Holy shit,” she whispered. “The kid is in the middle of that place.”
“You sure?”
Rylee snorted. “Yeah, I’m sure.”
A deep bellow reverberated through the maze, and even I had to admit my skin rippled with unease. If what awaited us was what I thought, this was going to be nearly impossible.
“What was that?” Red asked, fluttering his wings.
I blew out a slow breath before answering. “Minotaur.”
 
 





CHAPTER 9
Rylee
“I’M SORRY, DID you say Minotaur?” I must have heard wrong, because Giselle and I had just gone over this. Minotaurs were not real, one of the few creatures of myth that really didn’t exist. That was why when Dox mentioned the creature I had blown it off. I wished now I’d asked him more questions.
“Yes.”
Shit, I hated how she didn’t give any explanation. “And?”
“And what?” She frowned at me, her eyes narrowing.
“Explain this to me. If they don’t exist, how can there be one in the labyrinth, which by the way is painfully clichéd.”
Lark put her hands on her hips. “Listen, kid, you aren’t always going to understand the why and where of this supernatural world. Minotaurs can be created, and that’s what the Shadow Walker has done. He’s created a monster that can’t be killed, and is controlled only by its master. Even I can’t stop this nasty bastard and he’s part animal.”
I licked my lips. “Then how—”
“We run. The deal is the same as with all the old stories. If we get to the center of the labyrinth then we’re safe.”
My turn to shoot up an eyebrow at her. “Really?”
She shrugged. “There is no other choice if we’re going to get this kid the hell out of here.”
Hell, she had a point and I didn’t like it. I felt Jonathan, closer than ever, but I doubted I would be walking a straight line to him. At least he wasn’t afraid anymore and whatever injury he’d had was healed. For the moment, he was okay.
The archway that led into the labyrinth was over twice my height and the walls on both sides of us were at least that tall as well. Peering down one direction, I swallowed hard. The four walls were the same height as the barriers that made the maze itself. Everything in the maze was a good twelve feet tall and there was no discernable ceiling, the place was open to the sky (or in this case open to the black above us). The whole place was freaking intimidating. I put a hand to the stone and pushed against it, a ridiculous hope of causing a domino effect fluttering through me. Yeah, nothing happened.
“These are big, thick walls.” I spoke without meaning to and Lark snorted. I stared around us. “Big, thick walls to keep big, bad, uglies from escaping, I guess.”
I tried to find something good about the situation as Giselle would have wanted me too. At least the pathway was wide, enough for a car to get through. Then again, maybe that wasn’t a good thing. How big was a Minotaur, exactly?
I didn’t realize I’d whispered that until Red answered me.
“Very big, very broad, and always angry. They are not happy campers on a good day. Constant headaches from those massive horns they carry, I believe.”
Lark snorted. “That’s an understatement. Though I think the Shadow Walker could have chosen a less clichéd place to host us. Rylee is right, this is almost ridiculous. A labyrinth with a Minotaur under Caesar’s Palace? Seems a bit on the over dramatic side.”
“Left or right?” We stood in the opening of the archway with two choices.
“Red, fly up and see which direction we should go.” Lark rolled her shoulders sending the bird into the air.
“I don’t want to end up like Kit,” he yelled down. Still, he did as asked, coming back within ten seconds. “Left.”
Left, it was. Lark led the way and I followed tight on her heels. My hand gripped the sword, but no sweat dripped from my fingers, as I’d thought there should have been. Of course, it was early yet in the scheme of things. The walls were made up of what I guessed was marble, very light in color and veined with gold and threads of black. With my free hand, I reached out and touched it for a second time, tracing one of the gold veins.
“It feels like glass.” I don’t know if I’d expected Lark to answer, but she didn’t. Of course, it could have been me, or perhaps the sudden appearance of a goblin at the end of the path.
“Oh, that’s not good,” I whispered. There was no such thing as one goblin. They ran in clusters and were nasty little fuckers. Knee height, sharp teeth, eyes like bugs with those freaky looking clusters that never blinked, and grasping, infection-causing claws. The one in front of us was pale gray, and barely stood out from the walls. It waved and grinned around a mouthful of shark teeth.
“All right, kid, let’s see what you can do.” Lark stepped back and urged me forward.
I didn’t wait for her to ask again, and if I was going to stop it from letting his friends know we were there, I had to do it fast.
Two strides and I leapt into the air, using my momentum to come down hard with the sword slicing the goblin from shoulder through to the hip on a diagonal. I might as well have been cutting through butter with the ease the sword sliced through bone, muscle, and flesh. The goblin wobbled and I yanked the sword free and lifted my boot to push the two halves of the goblin apart.
Then things got interesting.
A deep, bellowing roar echoed much closer than before and the sound shook the walls, putting cracks through the marble. If that wasn’t bad enough, the goblin I’d chopped in half, molded together. Like I’d never cut him.
“What the hell?” I snarled, taking another swing at him. He giggled and danced out of the way, then dove in and slashed my right calf, putting a gash in me. I bit down on my own bellow of anger and focused on a solid blow. Twice more I sliced into his side, and twice more he healed with a grin. I was really not liking the way this was going.
“Head—go for the head,” Lark called out and I adjusted my aim mid-slice. The goblin’s head bounced from his shoulders and rolled to the wall. But his body was still alive. “This is fucking nuts.”
“This is the Shadow Walker. All his creations are hard, if not impossible to kill. I’d hoped it would only be the Minotaur we’d face.” Lark strode past me and flicked her hand at the goblin. The ground around him swelled and sucked both body and head down.
I looked at the sword, not a drop of blood on it. “What about fire, would that work?”
Lark paused, slowly nodding. “Yes, fire is a cleanser; that should work like a hot damn. Good idea. You got any fire handy?”
That was a good point. But I did have another idea, one I thought was pretty damn smart.
“Can you lift me on your shoulders?”
She didn’t say anything, just walked over and picked me up like I was a child. Then benched me over her head. “Holy shit, you are strong.”
“Comes with the territory. Now, what are you looking for?”
I grabbed the edge of the wall, though I was barely able to reach it, and pulled myself up. “We use the top of the wall as our path; we can see where we’re going and avoid the Minotaur.”
Lark regarded me for a moment, and then ran straight at the wall, running part way up it and grabbing the top. I didn’t help pull her up. I didn’t want to offend her.
“This is an excellent idea.” Again, she led, but was jogging. I felt it too, the urgency to get in and out as fast as possible.
Crossing along the two-foot wide tops of the walls, we headed straight for the labyrinth center. We passed all sorts of shit. A water pit seething with snakes and alligators, the cluster of goblins, a whole section that looked frozen in liquid nitrogen, and even a short stretch that was on fire. But no Minotaur. That made me wonder if the creature existed, or if we were walking into an even bigger problem.
I was guessing it would be statement number two.
The bigger problem.
 
Lark
 
Rylee was going to be very good at Tracking one day. She was good at it now, but once she had some experience she would be even better. I saw the intelligence and strength in her, even behind the potty mouth. She hid behind her swearing, hid the smarts and natural leadership she carried with her, just Elle, the first Tracker I’d met had. I understood that, the hiding anyway.
Hopping across a small gap, I looked below us and wished I hadn’t. There was the big boy, coming straight for the wall we were on. Built like a tank on legs, the Minotaur was classic in design, curved horns and everything. With his head lowered and his powerful shoulders hunched, I knew exactly what he was going to do.
“Rylee, time to run as fast as you can.”
She glanced down, paled, and then we were running. The problem was, the tops of the walls were polished and slippery as snot on yogurt.
With a yelp, Rylee slipped and fell to the opposite side of the wall from the Minotaur. He didn’t slow for a second, just rammed his head into the barrier below me, bellowing his rage as I lost my balance too. Unfortunately, I ended up on his side of the wall.
I hit the dirt and rolled, coming to my feet but staying in a crouch. I beckoned the earth up and it obliged, wrapping itself around the Minotaur’s cloven feet, sucking him down to his hips. Flailing and roaring, he reached for me.
“That’s a good boy. Now. Stay.” I put my hand out slapping him on the nose, a grin stretching my lips. Much easier than I’d thought.
“Lark, you okay?” Rylee called from the other side.
“Yeah. Are you?”
“Please tell me there was only one Minotaur.” The sound of another roar and the clatter of hooves reached my ears.
Oh, holy hellfire. “Back up!” I scrambled, tapping into the earth and literally shoved the wall away between us. The marble broke and shattered, spraying shards all over the place. A few hit me and I saw one hit Rylee, but that wasn’t what I was worried about. I leapt through the hole in the wall to see three more Minotaurs charging.
“Time to go.” I grabbed Rylee’s non-sword arm and swung her up onto the top of the wall. Red flew up and circled above us.
“Lark, you coming?”
“Nope. Rylee, get the kid. I’ll distract these yahoos. Red, stay with her.”
The ‘yahoos’ didn’t like me calling them names, apparently. Bellowing, shaking the ground as they ran and throwing spit and snot left and right as their heads swung, I had one advantage.
They were dumb as a pile of rocks.
A split second before they reached me, I stepped to the side through the hole in the wall and they went rushing and skidding past me.
I glanced up. Rylee was gone, Red was gone.
And I had work to do. Cracking my knuckles I reached out to again tap into the earth. If this Shadow Walker thought he could take out me and Rylee, he was about to be royally surprised.
A smile slid over my face as I let my abilities pour upward, first time in twenty years, not holding back but instead racing through me, multiplying in strength with each heartbeat.
“Yeah, this is going to be good.”
 
 





CHAPTER 10
Rylee
THE TOP OF the wall was slick and though I wanted to run faster, I didn’t have someone to throw me back up if I fell to my ass again.
“Red, can you see how far to the center?”
“Another fifty yards.” He circled close to me, never straying far. Which was good; I liked him and didn’t want him to end up like the fox, eaten by darkness. But that meant I wasn’t really paying attention and when I jumped over the next short gap, I missed the other side completely. My fingers grazed the top of the wall, slipping off in a split second.
“Shit!” I fell, hitting the ground hard enough to knock the wind out of me. Rolling to my side, I fought to catch my breath, finally sucking in a gulp of air and dirt. Coughing, I stood and looked around. Same fucking walls, same height. No Minotaurs. Maybe I’d luck out and avoid… nope. The sound of hooves pounding toward me changed my mind.
I wasn’t going to luck out on this. Locking onto Jonathan’s threads, I ran in his directions, hoping like hell I was able to reach him with no backtracking shit.
“Run faster, Tracker,” Red called down. I turned on the juice, going as fast as I could as I skidded around corners with a sword gripped in one hand and a monster breathing down my neck.
Good times, good times.
I took a sharp, hairpin turn to the right and slammed to a stop. Not because I wanted to. But because there was a wall blocking my path. Dead. Fucking. End.
No choice now but to face what was coming my way.
“Rylee, you’ve got to get out of there!” Red screeched.
“And where would you like me to go?” I snapped. I was cornered and we both knew it.
I spun as the Minotaur came barreling around the corner. “Come on, bitch!” I yelled and he didn’t slow down, just dropped his chin and ran straight for me.
His breath was rank with old meat and overly fermented wine, and hot on my skin when I dropped to my belly. By some miracle he didn’t step on me. He slammed into the wall behind, me, his horns cracking under the pressure.
Groaning, he slid to his knees, dazed by the hit. Better though, was the break he put in the wall. I scrambled to my feet, hopped over his slumped body and slammed my shoulder into the wall. The marble crumbled and fell. The hole was just big enough for me to squeeze through.
Yee-freaking-haw.
A hand clamped around my ankle as I slid through. Covered in tawny fur, the fingers tightened, grinding my anklebones against one another. He held me so I hung from the wall, unable to use the ground as leverage. I twisted and brought the sword up. If I missed, I’d be taking my own foot with the Minotaur’s hand. But there was no choice. I had no one to save me.
Gritting my teeth, I sat up and drove the tip of the sword forward through the Minotaur’s wrist. His fingers popped open and I fell to the ground for the third time. “This is getting ridiculous,” I groaned, stumbled to my feet and looked back. The Minotaur was looking at me through the hole. Fury kindled in his big dark eyes, as snot dripped from his nose. He snorted, blowing chunks all over me.
“Fucking disgusting.”
Much as I wanted to cut into him, I had no time. I took a step, winced at the pain shooting from my squashed ankle and forced myself into a hobbling run.
Jonathan was so close, and I followed his threads, right up to the final archway where I saw him sitting at a desk, his head bowed and hands flying as he wrote.
Yet the archway made me pause, and I heeded Lark’s earlier advice to mention when things didn’t feel right. Something about it twanged my shit detector. “Red, what’s with this place?”
Before he answered, the ground rumbled, shaking hard enough to turn me around thinking I had a whole herd of Minotaurs on my ass. But there was no one behind us.
“Red, is that Lark?”
“Yes. She’s finally angry. I wouldn’t want to be the Shadow Walker.” Red swooped down and landed on my shoulder.
“So we ignore what she’s doing and keep going.”
“Probably best.”
Still, that didn’t help with the archway in front of me. Then again, I was an Immune so if there was a spell, I should be able to walk right through with no problem. Should.
“Red, I’ve got to do this on my own, I think the archway is protected by a spell.” In fact, I was sure of it, and didn’t want Red to fly through. For all I knew, the spell went up and over the walls too.
“Not a good idea.”
I glanced at him, frowning. “You want to be fried chicken because you don’t believe I can do this on my own?”
He leapt into the air, the tips of his wings brushing my face. “Fine. But you better tell Lark this was your choice, not mine.”
I strode forward, paused at the archway, and then stepped across the threshold. The tingle of a spell slid over my skin, cooling my temperature to the point I thought I’d been wrong. Maybe I wasn’t going to be Immune to this spell. But the sensation faded and I breathed evenly.
Jonathan turned and slowly looked up at me, his crossed eyes distant, his whole body shaking with whatever affected him.
“Your name is Rylee.”
Surprised, I nodded and walked toward him. “Yes, that’s me. I’ve come to take you home to your parents.”
He shook his head. “They don’t want me. I scare them. But you are in danger.”
I gave him a smile and crouched by his side. His hand was still writing even though he wasn’t looking at it, shaking with a force that made me think his hand had to be cramping up. Creepy. “I’m always in danger; that’s part of my job.”
His eyes latched onto mine, the intensity in them for such a young kid—unnerving.
“You’re going to die.”
What a great way to start introductions.
I did my best to ignore the grave chill of his words. “Listen. Everybody dies, but you have to come with me, right now. I’m here to take you somewhere safe.” I put a hand over his to stop the writing and he went still.
“I can’t go, the Shadow Walker won’t let me.”
Giving him a smile, I tugged him gently to his feet. “Don’t worry about the Shadow Walker, I have a friend helping me with him. Our job is to get you out of here. But we have to hurry.”
He let out a heavy breath and pointed at the book he was writing in. “I need to take this.”
“That’s fine.” I grabbed the book and flipped it shut. Thin with nearly see through paper, it was very light. The outside was bound in a rainbow of scales.
“That’s dragon skin,” Jonathan whispered, his finger tracing down the book.
“Great, let’s go.” Much as I wanted to rescue this kid, he was creeping the hell out of me. I grabbed his hand with mine and dragged him toward the archway.
“No, I can’t go through there it hurts!” He jerked and pulled me backward, shocking me with how strong he was. Damn.
“Well, how else can we get out?”
Red dropped down to my shoulder. “Lark is coming. Wait for her.”
“Yeah, we’ll wait for Lark.”
The small hand in mine began to shake. “Too late, we’re too late. The Shadow Walker is here.”
I turned slowly in the direction Jonathan stared.
A black liquid oozed from the marble walls, sliding downward into a puddle that looked like oil on the sand. “Stay behind me, Jonathan.”
“He won’t hurt me. But you, you he wants to kill.”
I dropped the dragon-skinned book at my feet and took up a defensive stance, my sword ready. Pulse hammering, blood singing in my veins, I couldn’t help the rush of excitement flooding me. I could prove I was strong enough to face down the biggest and baddest of the uglies out there. And now I had my chance.
“We’ll just see about that.”
 
Lark
 
All around me, the marble broke and crumbled. I didn’t hold anything back, just let the power of the Earth flow through me as I destroyed the Shadow Walker’s playground. His creations were buried under the rubble and where I could, I commanded the ground to suck them down and hold them deep below. Every step I took I matched with a flick of my hands, blasting through the material like the finest of silks meeting the katana I’d given Rylee.
After twenty years of pent up power, the flavor of the Earth poured like a heady wine that, instead of quenching my thirst, begged me to drink it down.
To let it loose.
To be the Destroyer as my abilities and temperament had branded me.
Twenty years ago, my world had come apart; everything I believed turned on its head, and every person I thought I could trust turned on me. All I had left was my connection to the Earth, and even that had been taken from me at one point in my past.
Screw. Them. All. I would take on every elemental to prove I was right.
The earth shook and groaned as my power pushed through it. Everything around me bowed to my whims.
The labyrinth cracked and buckled, the walls were materials of earth, and I pulled them apart like ripping seams from fabric. Each chunk I pulled fueled my anger, reminded me of everything that had been taken from me. Of the unjust punishment handed to me, of denying me everything that was rightfully mine, of my loves that had been stolen from my life.
That hurt the most which in turn only made me lash out more.
Emotions ran rampant through my body, surging forward and opening even more power. I felt like a stone crucible thrust under a waterfall to fill, the power spilling out of me, completely out of control like I’d never felt.
Like the Earth had its fill of injustice too. Like the mother goddess had finally given me full reins to take my revenge.
Child, I would never do that. Be wary of how much power you draw in, it will burn you out one day.
I ignored her voice.
The Shadow Walker would either give us the kid, or I would wipe him out like the insignificant bug he was. Next to me, he was nothing, a worm, shit under my boot heels. Distantly, a part of my brain struggled to remind me that while I might survive a total destruction of the Shadow Walker and his minions, Rylee wouldn’t.
Nor would the thousands of humans who walked above ground, oblivious to what lay beneath them.
I wasn’t sure I cared. This moment was a coming home, tasting all the power that was rightfully mine, knowing no one could hurt me. Not anymore. I could be hurt only if I let them.
A small, very small, part of me started to scream this was too much. All this power was not good when I had no way to contain it. The world around me was cracking and pulling apart. My emotions tangled in its raw intensity. With every last piece of strength I had, I fought the deadly seduction the power of the Earth spread through me, the warmth and sense of home, the desire to make things right. The power would take over my soul if I let it, leave me feeling invincible. Let me feel as though no matter what unintentional harm I did, it was justified because it was me.
Pulling back from the power left me feeling like sticky taffy stretched to its limit before breaking. I sucked in a sharp breath.
“Shit.” I gasped for air and slumped to my knees, my head spinning. Too much power, too little practice. But even that wasn’t quite true. This had been more power than I’d ever drawn in before.
Maybe more than any other elemental.
A major problem with so much of an element through your body, you lose yourself to the ecstasy running rampant along nerve endings and synapses.
I tentatively reached for that power again and got… nothing. This was not good. I ran a hand over my head. Burning out the elemental in me was a very bad idea. A tremor raced through me at the thought. Was that what I’d done—blown a fuse?
The earth rumbled lightly under my hand, like a soft laugh. No, I still had my connection to my element, but I sure as hell tapped into something I hadn’t expected. A new entity, one that was most definitely not the earth I knew.
A roar of a Minotaur snapped my head up, erasing all thoughts of the Earth and new entities.
Damn, I’d forgotten about Rylee and the kid. Forcing my legs to move, I focused on blasting a straight line to the center of the labyrinth. Sure, Rylee was strong, but if the Shadow Walker got her first, she wouldn’t stand a chance.
The center of the labyrinth reared up ahead of me and the archway was like a teenager flipping me off. Made of a hardened plastic I knew all too well, I couldn’t affect it the way I’d like. Which meant if I was going through, I’d suffer the pain etched into the arch. Or I could go deep and hope the spell didn’t extend too far underground. Worse though, in the center of the center, Rylee was squared off with the Shadow Walker. No time for niceties.
Going deep it was.
I let the ground soften and I sunk until I was completely covered. For anyone else, it would probably scare the shit out of them. But for me it was taking a dip in the ocean. No problem at all. I swam through the soil, felt the sizzle of the spell above me and then pushed toward the surface. I burst out about ten feet to the side of Rylee and the Shadow Walker.
“Okay, kids, time to shake hands and go our own ways.”
The Shadow Walker, a shadowy figure floating in and out of the corporeal, tipped his head toward me. Black, soulless eyes regarding me, then Rylee, and back to me. “Elemental, you have no jurisdiction here, yet you destroy my home, my creatures, and you come to help this one who would steal the child? A child I have kept safe from the demons that want him? A child who has no one else, so as such I can keep him if I like. He has proved most useful you know. I knew you would come. Just as I know you will die.”
Now that explained the ease of the labyrinth. The Shadow Walker believed he would prevail. He didn’t realize that prophecy, even when fresh, could ripple and shift. Change as people made different choices.
Besides, I had no intention of dying anytime soon.
“Kid doesn’t belong to you.” I stepped closer to Rylee, wanting her behind me.
The Shadow Walker tilted his head so his cheek pressed hard against his shoulder. Disturbing didn’t even begin to cover it.
“Possession is the law in our world, elemental. You know that.” His tongue flicked out. “Besides, the child is better protected here than anywhere else. His abilities are hidden, and there is no one to take advantage of him.”
I didn’t like how logical the walker was being. “Doesn’t matter.”
Yup, totally a good argument on my part.
Rylee shifted on her feet, the katana held in front of her. “He doesn’t seem so fucking tough for a supposed badass. Why are we standing here?”
Oh, that was not a good thing to say. Lesson number one: don’t egg on the guy who can kill you with barely lifting a finger. I lunged for Rylee as the Shadow Walker’s eyes flashed with anger.
But I wasn’t fast enough. His hand shot out and a ribbon of what I knew was black death erupted from his fingers. The magic slammed into Rylee, knocking her backward, and everything in me stilled. She couldn’t die; she was supposed to stand for the world against the demons. Without her, we were all doomed.
I rushed the Shadow Walker, jerking the earth underneath his feet and sending him tumbling to the side as he threw a spell at me, twin to what had taken out Rylee. Going corporeal, he floated above the ground. “Naughty elemental, you shouldn’t be using your powers like that, should you? Most decidedly, you are breaking the rules of your own kind.”
Snarling, I reached for the Earth’s power again this time pulling on the marble walls around us, breaking them up into tiny projectiles. With a flick of my wrist, I threw the small shards, a veritable blanket of armor piercing stone, at the Shadow Walker.
Laughing, he held his hands up in welcome as they flew through him, not doing a piddly-assed bit of damage.
A second spell spun from his hands, this one I didn’t recognize, but I’d heard of it. Draining spells stole magic from others to boost the Shadow Walker’s own abilities. “Shit,” I grunted as I spun on one heel and ran toward the far side of the room.
Rolling, I dodged the spell as it hit the wall, only I didn’t dodge it, not completely. The spell caught the edge of my right hand and bit in deep, drawing my powers like a leech drawing blood. Screaming, I fought to expel the magic, but there was no use to my flailing about. His power dug its claws in and gripped me hard, made me want to vomit. There was a way to break the spell, and it scared the shit out of me.
“Elemental, are you done?” the Shadow Walker called out.
I didn’t like going there, the dark side of me that held all the hurt and pain I’d been handed in my life, especially now that I’d discovered another realm of magic in me. But since he asked, I was bound to answer.
“You’re playing with the wrong elemental, Walker,” I bit out, my voice gritty and thick as I lifted my hands. This time I didn’t tap into just the earth, but something more primal. A side of me that caused so many problems in the past. A side I avoided whenever I could, but I was out of options. Rylee was at least hurt and most likely dead, and I had to get the boy to safety. No matter what the Shadow Walker said, he had his own agenda for the kid’s abilities that were anything but altruistic. The spell the Shadow Walker laid on me curled up and died under the onslaught of the new power surging through me, as if it had never been.
I gripped that dark power inside of me as tightly as I could, and stood, my knees shaking as I strode toward the Shadow Walker. I held the power of complete devastation, the ability to unbind the very essence of matter around me. “You think you are the biggest, baddest, and ugliest out there. But you’re wrong. There is always someone meaner. Someone stronger, and she is about to destroy you.”
His eyes widened as they flicked over me. “Destroyer. I didn’t know it was you.”
“Too late.”
I lifted my hand, and my hair floated around my face, strands tickling my cheeks.
The Shadow Walker bowed his head. “I would rather not face you.”
“Again, too late.” Of course, I thought he was being serious, which meant I didn’t see the shadow detach from the wall behind me. Didn’t see it stalk close.
As I reached out a hand to deal the death blow to the Walker, his minion tackled me from behind, the darkness of its body surrounding me. Taking away my ability to sense where and when I was.
A voice echoed through the black of the shadow holding me. “You dumb ass, you can’t kill her!”
I tried to spin, grabbing for anything solid, panic swallowing my ability to remember what I could do.
Magic rammed into my lungs and stole my air. Unable to breathe, I fell backward, arching my body as I fought to get just a simple lungful. All this for a child I didn’t know and a girl I’d just met. “Forgive me,” I whispered as the power in me readied to unleash. If I was going to die, then the rest were coming with me.
A hand touched my face and the spell, and darkness, dissipated in a single, sweet gulp of air.
Rylee grinned down at me and then winked. “I’ve got this.”
Wait, what the hell? I sat up as Rylee ran to the Shadow Walker, her blade out.
“Piece of shit, you and I have something to discuss.”
His eyes widened and swirled backward. “You are not just a Tracker. My spell, how could you survive?” The Shadow Walker seemed truly befuddled. It wasn’t often that a Walker was denied his ability to kill with the flick of a hand.
Rylee shrugged. “Just lucky, I guess.” She lunged at him with the sword, the blade going through the corporeal form. He laughed and then stopped, his hand going to where the blade pierced him.
Lifting it away, blood dripped from his fingers. “Impossible.”
“Holy hell,” I whispered, he was right. That was impossible. Shadow Walkers didn’t have blood to be spilt. How could he be bleeding? Rylee didn’t know, of course, she stepped back and took another swing at him. He dodged the blow, but barely as he staggered to one side. Around us the world erupted in shadows as all his minions swarmed to their master’s aid. Three headed for the young Writer. The kid let out a moan and covered his head, knowing as I did he was done in.
I couldn’t get to him in time. This was turning into a mess of Pompeii proportions.
“Rylee, kill him quickly!” I yelled as I pushed to my feet, stumbling away from the shadow closest to me. It reached for me and I pulled the earth around me in a shower of dirt and rocks, breaking up the shadow’s form. It would work for a moment to keep me safe, but not long enough to get us out alive. I jerked the earth around the kid’s chair and rippled it in a wave, drawing him to me. I grabbed his waist and threw him over my shoulder. I could save the kid now. Maybe.
“Rylee, if you have an idea, now’s the time to implement it!” I yelled as I ran for her side.
She gave me a half grin over her shoulder. “You got it.”
With no more words, she sat on him. Like pinning down an unruly kid.
“How the hell do you think… .” I stopped and looked around. The shadows had faded back to the wall, and the Shadow Walker had gone very still underneath Rylee. Like he truly couldn’t move.
“We’re going to leave now, and we’re taking Jonathan with us. If you are good, I’ll let you have your power back.” She tapped him on the face and by the look in his eyes, she somehow blocked his ability to use magic.
But that wasn’t possible. Unless… unless she was an Immune. Understanding slid over me in a wash. That was why the siren couldn’t spell her the way he’d wanted, why the Shadow Walker’s death spell hadn’t killed her. I didn’t have long though for that realization to sink in.
Red let out a screech. “We have incoming elementals, Lark. You are running out of time.”
“Perfect,” I muttered, icy fear flowing down my back. I’d thought my leaving Death Valley would have gone unnoticed a bit longer. Or at least, I’d been hoping. If my father had sent several elementals after me, that was not good. Only thing worse would be if he’d come himself. Hells bells, I hoped that wasn’t the case, but I wasn’t sticking around to find out. “Rylee, we have to go right now and you have to trust me.”
She leapt off the Shadow Walker, ran to us, and grabbed the kid’s hand as I let him slide from my shoulder.
“My book, please, I can’t leave it behind.” His crossed eyes pleaded with us both. Rylee ran to the table, scooped up a book and then ran back to us.
I took her hand. “Hold your breath as long as you can.”
Rylee nodded and the kid closed his eyes. I held onto them both and prayed to the mother goddess that she would show all three of us mercy. I’d never tried to take anyone with me through the ground, but I needed to get them out and I needed to buy us time.
“Please, let us all get through this, Mother. She is the world’s only hope, and the child deserves a life outside this prison.” I whispered the words, then held my breath, waiting, hoping I truly wouldn’t be forsaken. The air around us tightened and I knew the elementals were close. Maybe we weren’t going to make it out after all.
The ground softened, and the last thing I saw was Rylee’s eyes widen a split second before they slammed shut.
And then earth swallowed us whole.
 
 





CHAPTER 11
Rylee
I WILL SAY that traveling underground, holding your breath while trying not to freak the fuck out is not as fun as it sounds. Jonathan tugged and pulled at my hand, and I clamped down, knowing I was hurting him. But no way was I letting go. Sand and grit pushed on my face, drove into my nose and ears, and about two seconds before I finally lost it, we burst upward onto a lawn of green grass.
Gasping and choking for air, I rolled to my side. Jonathan was on his knees, coughing and wiping his face, and Lark stood as if this was an every day occurrence. We were outside Caesar’s Palace once more, though I was happy to see we weren’t in the same area where Lark had put Caleb’s body.
“Remind me not to let you make the travel plans again,” I said as I pushed to my feet.
Her lips quirked. “We’ve got to move. The other elementals will be right behind us.”
“Are they hunting us?”
Jonathan grabbed my hand. “I need something to write on. Right now.”
I shook my head. “Not going to happen, kid. Bigger problems than—”
“Here.” Lark took the book out of my hands and gave it to him along with what looked like a piece of charcoal from her bag. He took the charcoal and bent at the waist, using his thighs as a desk.
“I thought we had to move?” I leaned on the tip of the sword, pushing it into the grass at my feet.
“We do. But he’s a writer of prophecy and all their ripples and deviations. When the mood strikes him, he needs to have the tools to write.” With far more patience than I had, she waited and the seconds ticked by. I tapped my foot against the sword, feeling the noose tighten around our necks. Jonathan scribbled words with such intensity his upper body shook, his grip on the charcoal squeezing to the point his fingers indented it. Even though I wanted to help him, he was a creepy, creepy little dude.
Finally, the kid eased off and straightened, a big sigh slipping from him. “Okay, we can go. We will all survive, you know.”
Lark didn’t waste any time. She scooped him up, tucked the dragon-skinned book into her bag, and then motioned with her head for me to follow her. We ran to the road, the traffic far heavier than when we’d gone in. Crossing to the other side, it was only a matter of minutes and we were on the back of a big truck speeding out of Las Vegas.
The wind pulled my words away, but Lark heard me. “What about Red?”
“He’ll be fine. He didn’t break any rules.”
“But you did.”
She nodded, her eyes hooded, and I thought maybe I saw a spark of fear. If Lark was afraid, that was not good. Not good at all.
Jonathan scooted across the deck on his butt, closer to Lark. “What are they going to do to you?”
She leaned against the cab of the truck and closed her eyes. “The oubliette awaits me.”
I didn’t know what that was, but by the way her voice cracked, the punishment was bad. “All because you helped a kid?”
“And ignored a demon. And ignored my boundaries. And used the full extent of my abilities. All of which are big no-nos in my world at the moment.”
I frowned, trying to understand. “But it was for the good. You didn’t hurt anyone who didn’t deserve it.”
She let out a bitter laugh. “Doesn’t work that way in my world, kid.”
I bristled. “I’m not a kid and fuck it all, it should work that way.”
“Life isn’t fair, Rylee. Especially not when you try to buck the system that wants to control you.” Her eyes opened slowly and she looked straight at me, as if seeing through me. “I’m betting that whoever they’ve sent after us will wipe your memory. But try to remember this. The world will beat the hell out of you if you let it, I know from experience. But I wouldn’t trade any of the choices I’ve made. Because in the end, I have to live with myself. Same as you have to live with yourself. Always follow your heart. No matter who tries to convince you otherwise.”
I swallowed hard, for some reason a lump formed in my throat. “They aren’t going to kill you, are they?”
Jonathan scooted closer to Lark until his head was on her shoulder. “No, they can’t kill her. She needs to be at the final battle too.”
His words trickled down my spine setting off a sense of déjà vu that I couldn’t shake. “What battle?”
“Don’t worry about it.” Lark tipped her head back and stared at the sky. “It’s a ways off yet. Years away.”
That didn’t really soothe me, didn’t make me feel better. Instead, the anxiety of the unknown only grew. Not that I could do a thing about it. Jonathan went to sleep against Lark and she seemed to be sleeping too, though I doubted she actually was. So I stood guard, watching for signs of something chasing us. Hoping that maybe we’d made it out without detection and knowing more than likely we were in deep shit.
Giselle was right, I shouldn’t have gone off on my own.
 
Lark
 
The truck took us to the outskirts of Death Valley, close enough that I knew Rylee and Jonathan could keep up, even with the scorching heat.
Rylee leaned down and popped one side of the trucks tires with the sword, forcing him to the side of the road. Beauty of the sword, it not only didn’t break, but it didn’t get pulled from her hand either despite the force of the pull on it. The three of us hopped off the flat deck, while the driver cursed and yelled, not even seeing us with the camouflage I wrapped around all of us. Last thing we needed was the local law enforcement to show up and put their noses into our business.
“You live here?” Jonathan squeaked out, already turning into the twelve-year-old he should have been, shedding the mantle of a Writer. At least for the moment. I looked around, trying to see the place as he would. Barren, desolate, a few scrub brushes here and there, bright blue sky and heat that sizzled off the ground in waves. Yeah, it wasn’t exactly what you’d call ‘homey’.
“Trust me,” I said, crossing onto the hard packed earth and off the pavement. “It wasn’t my idea.”
They followed me into the desert, and while neither complained, I saw they were having a hard time.
Not that it mattered to Rylee, she kept up her litany of questions as we walked.
“How many elementals are there?”
“A lot.”
She paused. “No, I mean how many variations?”
“Five.”
She kept pace with me, sweat dripping from her jaw line. “I get the four basics, earth, air, fire, water, but what’s the fifth?”
That was where things got tricky, I didn’t want to tell her too much. “Spirit.”
“What the hell can spirit do?”
Suddenly, I didn’t want to talk anymore, because for one thing, I knew in my heart she was going to get her memory wiped clean, but the other part was I didn’t think it was time yet for her to understand. Lucky for me, we were interrupted.
Or maybe, not so lucky.
The wind picked up at the same time the ground began to shake. Two barely visible figures appeared ahead of us. One was a solid form I knew all too well, his long beard and sad brown eyes flicking over me with a true sorrow only a parent could possess for a child gone wrong. The other was not so soft, at least not in temperament. A wind elemental I didn’t recognize and who was likely looking forward to pitting himself against me. Looking to build a reputation by taking down the ‘Destroyer’. Damn, there were days I really hated that title.
“Hang on.” I grabbed Jonathan, keeping him from falling to his knees. Rylee braced her legs and put a hand in front of her face to keep the sand from blowing in her eyes. I just stood and waited.
What I didn’t count on was Rylee, or her fierce loyalty. Though I shouldn’t have been surprised. Elle had been the same way. Trackers, for all their foul mouths, were as loyal as they came.
“You nasty fuckers, you can’t take Lark!” She fought to get in front of me, placing herself between me and them, the sword held up over her head, the blade glinting in the bright sunlight.
My father, King Ghobe, gave Rylee a nod. “I hear you, Blood of the Lost, but she has brought this on herself.”
Rylee shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. She was in the right. Where were you asshats when a kid needed to be saved?”
I put a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t. Just don’t. You can’t save me from this.”
Her shoulder tensed and her muscles bunched as the wind elemental drew close. Without warning, she leapt, using the momentum of the storm they’d stirred and slashed out at the elemental. She caught him below his left knee, taking his leg.
The wind died and the elemental dropped to the ground, writhing in pain as blood pumped out of him. Shit, the weapon I’d given her was stronger than I realized if it could actually damage an elemental. My father went to his companion’s side and laid a hand on him, healing the wound. Or at least, closing it off.
“Larkspur, you are creating things you shouldn’t… again.” His eyes lifted to mine and again, I wilted. If he’d been angry, or raging, I could deal. But disappointment was the worst thing he could have offered me.
“She needs the sword. You know who she is,” I said softly, keeping a hand on Jonathan.
He strode forward, flicked his hand, and the earth swallowed Rylee in a gulp, right to her chin. “That as it may be,” he ignored her yelling at him, “she doesn’t need it right now. She doesn’t have the control; she has yet to face the trial that will ready her to be able to use it properly.”
Hellfire, he was right, but I didn’t like it; I changed the subject. “And the boy needs to be somewhere safe.”
“Already taken care of. The Sylphs, and Samara will protect him. They will train him.” He motioned toward the fallen elemental. “Channing will take him to his new home.”
Channing, the first elemental I’d ever known with a deformity (and even though I’d seen it happen, I was still stunned), stood and used the air to buffer himself.
“I should kill that human for this,” he snarled, waving at his missing leg.
It was my turn to stand in. I put myself between Channing and Rylee. “You really want to see which one of us is stronger? It’s out of respect for my father that I haven’t leveled you. Channing.” I couldn’t help the smirk on my face. No doubt he thought he could pass off ‘Channing’ as his given name and not some name he’d chosen in hopes of impressing ladies. What a douche.
His face slowly darkened and he lifted his hands. Seriously, he was going to pick a fight in front of my father? That was an air elemental for you.
But I welcomed it. I wanted to throw his ass into the ground and beat the smug superiority out of him. He flexed his fingers and the wind picked up again.
Oh yeah, now we were talking.
“Jonathan, get back.”
He pulled the dragon scale book out of my shoulder pack and ran to crouch beside Rylee where she had fought her way almost out of the earth, her arms and chest free of the hot sand. That in itself was impressive. “Kick his ass, Lark,” she growled.
“Oh, I plan to.”
Except, I should have taken into account that my father was standing right there. As good as I was, my father was more experienced and he knew how to stop me. My legs were incased in stone in a matter of seconds, and I never saw it coming. The material grew and wrapped around my entire lower body before the top burst into vines that wrapped my arms tightly and stopped me from moving.
“Larkspur. For breaking your conditions, you will be placed in an oubliette for an unknown quantity of time.” Again, the sorrow was heavy in his voice, but this time it just pissed me off.
“You know I did the right thing!” I yelled at him, fighting the bonds around me, but the Earth ignored me for my father.
This must happen, child. You are nor forsaken. The mother goddess whispered through my mind but it didn’t soften what was about to happen.
He was king, even if I was stronger than him. I’d forfeited my rights to take the throne and once again, I was paying the consequences.
“Right is not the question. You have disobeyed me. For the last time.” Now there was a bite to his words and it flared my own anger.
“Right is the question! This world would be in a better place if the elementals got off their asses and—” The rest of my words were choked off as the vine curled around my neck and mouth. I rolled my eyes to Rylee, saw the anger in her, the desire to strike out. I bit through the vines. “Find me, Rylee.”
And then the ground opened and took me.
 
 





CHAPTER 12
Rylee
“YOU CAN’T DO this,” I snarled, pulling myself the rest of the way out of the dirt and lifting my sword as the ground gave a final burp and Lark completely disappeared. Her words rang in my ears, settled into my bones. I would find her. I would Track her and get her out of whatever the hell the oubliette was.
Her father eyed me. “You have to leave now, Blood of the Lost. It is not your time.” He flicked his hand at me and the sword leapt from my fingers and raced toward him. He took it and tucked it to disappear under his shirt.
“What the hell?” I stood stunned at how fast things were going downhill.
“I will take the child as well. You can be assured he will be safe. He is no more human than you and does not belong in their world.”
“His parents are looking for him. They deserve closure.”
The elemental shook his head. “No, his parents are long dead, his foster parents are the ones he was taken from. They will not miss him seeing as they were trying to sell him.” My jaw dropped with that little revelation, as the elemental continued to stare at me. ‘’There are many forces that would use this child and his abilities. We must keep him as neutral as possible, unlike the Shadow Walker and others who would try to bend him to their will.”
It hit me that Caleb was likely one of those the elemental was talking about. In my gut, I knew he’d been using me to find Jonathan and I’d fallen for it. Probably for that fucking vampire he’d mentioned. Even so, that didn’t mean the kid had to go with the elemental, no matter how close I’d come to being the siren’s lackey.
Lark’s father started toward us, and I pushed Jonathan back, but he resisted.
“It’s okay, Rylee. I will go with them. I’ll see you again.” The kid stepped around me and walked toward the elementals. The one I’d cut the leg off scooped up Jonathan and was in the air before I could say or do anything.
And then it was just me and Lark’s father, the King.
“You shouldn’t punish her; she saved us both, you know.”
He let out a heavy sigh, his beard trembling. “She has the heart of a lion, but it is not for elementals to interfere. I have been lenient with her in the past because of the pain she’s been through. But I can’t afford to be lenient any longer.”
“She shouldn’t be punished.” I knew I sounded like a broken record, but nothing I could say would bring her back. I knew it and it already ate at me.
“One day, perhaps things will be different. But for now, this is how it must be. Go home, Tracker, Blood of the Lost, savior of the world. Go home and forget you were ever here, that you ever met Lark. That you ever heard of elementals.”
His words bounced around in my head like metal ping pongs and I dropped to my knees, the words slamming into my brain. My composure shattered as the pain spiked, driving deep into me, and I fought to keep at least something of Lark with me.
“I will find you,” I whispered. My knees ached, and I slowly lifted my head and lowered my hands from ears. Who was I supposed to find?
A small plant caught my eye, struggling to grow in the desert, though how it grew at all in Death Valley in that heat was beyond me. A deep, indigo blue stalk of flowers beckoned to me. In the center of each flower rested a pale splash that resembled a splotch of paint. I reached over and plucked one of the flowers from the stalk, the dainty petals drooped but it was still alive.
I frowned at it. I didn’t know flowers, or plants for that matter, but I knew what this was. “Larkspur.”
The name sunk into me and I tucked the flower behind one ear. “Larkspur.”
All around me was desert, but in the distance the sound of vehicles beckoned. How did I end up in Death Valley? I knew I’d come here for a reason, but I couldn’t put my finger on why. Was I going crazy?
Again, I put a hand to my head and let out a slow breath, trying to force my brain to tell me what I was missing. Only thing was, I couldn’t recall the last day at all. I’d come to Las Vegas, looking for a kid… the image of the missing child poster hit me hard and I Tracked Jonathan.
Nothing.
Like he never existed.
My shoulders slumped and I fought tears that welled up in me. I’d lost the kid. Giselle was right, I wasn’t ready to be out on my own.
Putting one foot in front of the other, I started toward where I heard vehicles. The heat seared the tears from my face as I trudged along the barren landscape.
But no matter how hard I tried to pull up the events of the last day, I got nothing. The last thing I remembered was walking down the Vegas strip with Caleb, Tracking Jonathan… after that, nothing. Damn it, what happened to me?
Finding a ride into Vegas was easy enough and I headed straight for the parking lot where we left Caleb’s motorbike. With the way my luck had been turning, I didn’t expect it to be there.
The bike, miraculously, was still there and I had an hour before the parking time was up on it. Of course, I vaguely recalled that Caleb paid something ridiculous like a full day. So had I been gone twenty four hours? I shook my head. No time to think about it, I had an hour to find Caleb.
I Tracked him, and like Jonathan, got nothing back. What the fuck was going on?
I started toward the historical Freemont Street. Maybe the ogre I’d met could fill me in. I found him on his break and when he saw me, the big blue dude scooped me up into a bear hug like I was a long lost friend. “Rylee, how did it go?”
As he set me down, I stared up at him. He really was nothing like what I’d been told ogres could be. “I was hoping you could help me. You hear anything in the pipeline about weird things happening?”
He tugged me out of the crowd that surged around us. “Heard something went down around Caesar’s Palace. Something with a siren and an elemental. Wouldn’t have anything to do with you? Siren was supposed to be a good looking guy helping out a Tracker.”
My jaw dropped. Caleb was a siren? “What happened to the siren?”
“Elemental wiped the floor with him. Of course, that’s just the rumor.”
Blinking, I tried to put the pieces together in my head, but even hearing them and knowing I was probably right there when it happened, I couldn’t remember a single fucking thing. Damn it.
I stayed with Dox for the hour remaining on the parking space, let his good nature and quick jokes soothe the raging frustration flowing in my veins. Not remembering things pissed me off to no end, and worse, I felt like I’d not only let the kid down, but someone else too. Someone who needed me.
“Larkspur,” I whispered, fingering the flower tucked behind my ear. Somehow it all came down to that damn flower. But how could a flower help me understand what I was missing?
It couldn’t, and that was the worst part. Reluctantly, I left Dox with a promise to visit him again.
“Rylee, you got enough money to get home?”
I shrugged and turned away, but he grabbed my arm. “Here, take my tips. They should get you most of the way back.” With a wink he slipped a wad of bills into my hand and then turned back to his customers.
Squeezing the money in my hand, I knew I’d found a good friend. I only hoped I would get the chance to make good on my promise and see him again.
That would be if Giselle didn’t kill me for doing exactly what she didn’t want me to—go on a salvage on my own, and royally screw it up. Sighing, I hopped on the bike and slid my helmet over my head.
I’d lost the kid, lost Caleb, and lost most of my hard earned money on a salvage that was a complete and total bust. Then there was that niggling urge to find someone else. Someone important.
A soft voice whispered up and around me, a breath on the wind.
Find me, Rylee.
If only I could. If only I knew who I was supposed to find.
 
Lark
 
The darkness was complete, the oubliette a total black out. The walls were made of plastic of all things, and it stuck to my bare skin as the sweat poured off me. Barely big enough for me to lie in a fetal position, the oubliette had been made especially for me. By the one person who knew my fears better than any other. The only solace I had was the fact I’d done the right thing. I knew I had. Even if it cost me my freedom and my ability to touch the deep powers in me.
The Writer was safe, the Tracker was on her way to becoming the person who would stand against the evil that was coming.
“Find me, Rylee,” I whispered into the dark, hoping Earth would take that final plea to her. “Find me.”
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For the mafia princess and the backseat boys.
You mean everything to me.



PREFACE
 
FALLING IN LOVE is a lot like death. It chooses you. It decides the moment and the chain of events that will preclude the precise intersection of life in which it occurs. It uses you—treats you as though you were malleable in its warm pliable hands. It doesn’t bother to ask if you want it, or need it, just fills the gaping hole of destiny’s design.
Love. My world blooms with its beautiful never-ending ache. I would give all of my blood to my enemies to have it completely—if I knew it would satisfy them—if I could live without it. But I know the resolution. I know the end of the story before it ever begins. I must choose love. And for this, I will surely die.
It is that time in my life—a time for love and a time for death. Fate had intertwined the two, bereaved of any mercy. It is in the architecture of my being, the infrastructure. The pillars of my life had been established long ago—the blueprint written in my bloodlines.



CHAPTER 1
Move
A WHITE STAGNANT cloud surrounds us—fog so thick it makes the world look ethereal—like a relic from some long forgotten place. Our car glides off the ferry, and my stepfather takes the keys from the porter.
Tad, my stepfather, hands him a crumpled bill in secret. Tad is the cheapest living creature on the face of the earth. I’m embarrassed to look at the porter so I begin with the business of climbing in the car.
“Skyla,” my mother pulls me back, “let your sisters go first.”
My sister Mia, and stepsister Melissa, both crawl into the third row of the minivan. I’m stuck with Drake, per usual, my half brother who entertains himself with bodily functions and tries to get me in on the action. He’ll be a junior next month like me.
My mother thought it was a sign that she and her then boyfriend had kids the same ages, plus two deceased spouses. I’m really happy for Mia since both she and Melissa are going into seventh grade together. Junior high in general is kind of scary, plus she’s off my back now. Before Melissa came into our lives, Mia was constantly bugging me and getting into my things, and now it’s like I don’t even exist. Drake on the other hand, I’m not so thankful for. I’m already aware that his presence will effortlessly degrade my social standing.
I push in my ear-buds and lean back for the ride.
Paragon Island is off the central coast of Washington. My mother made a list of odd facts about it and stuck it to the vanity just above my desk, which isn’t there anymore because everything I own has been shipped to our new residence somewhere on the west side of the island. I don’t remember the laundry list of ridiculous facts, just that it’s twenty-six miles in length, two high schools, two malls, and is complete with a load of freaks that specialize in the art of inbreeding. And by the use of deductive logic, some of those freaks will be my classmates—inmates—for the next two years. OK, that last one wasn’t actually on the list, but factual nonetheless. Also, there’s the whole deal about east side, west side, which suggests to me I should be expecting musical gang fights and lots of girls named Maria.
I already miss my old school—old life. Not that I was super popular or anything, but it was home and what I was used to. No one had any real expectations of me, and I was comfortable in my nonexistent clique of girls. I also miss my dad who died two years ago, whose death is the entire reason my universe disbanded. He was the gravity that kept my sanity aligned. Without him I’m adrift in this world, without a compass and without a home.
I wipe a lone tear off my face and force myself to take in the landscape—row after row of skeletal trees that stretch to the sky, fog-laden roads illuminated in black and white. Something about this feels right. This is how I imagined the world right after my dad died—lonely—one solid grey scene after the next in some muted old-time movie. L.A. was always sunny, always telling the wrong story, ending with miraculous sunsets that looked like they belonged in a fairytale. It was a murky grey reality that I craved. It’s like this island knows me. It knows me right through to my gossamer riddled heart.
“Is it always like this?” I pluck out an ear-bud and lean toward Mom.
“The weather? Rains a lot, too.” She beams her paper white teeth in my direction, her crimson hair fringes her face. She knows how to radiate a smile, how to pull one off even when the situation doesn’t warrant it. I wish she could turn down the volume once in a while, but that would be like asking the sun to tone down its beams. Sometimes I hate how perky she is, like she doesn’t miss dad—like he never existed.
“Perfect.” I move my lips, don’t let my voice escape.
Tad points toward a long stretch of homes. These aren’t the run of the mill suburban streets that stamped out Los Angeles like a disorganized quilt. These houses sit on top of long narrow driveways, each on their own perch, nestled in a private forest of pine trees so thick you can hardly make out the structure of the home itself.
“Third one,” Tad says, hovering over the steering wheel.
Now would be a great time for the airbag to deploy. I imagine his shocked expression as it explodes into his chest, knocks him backward and breaks his neck. I can practically see the blood trickle from his nose.
“We’re here,” my mother sings.
My mouth drops open as we trail up the driveway. It looks massive compared to the beach bungalow we lived in back home. A wall of glass looks out at the street below, tall double doors with twin fixed windows set in both—one of them broken. It takes a minute for me to absorb the sheer mammoth size before I realize it’s nothing more than an overgrown cabin. Large fat beams run across the façade, and it reminds me of the Lincoln logs I used to play with in preschool.
The fresh damp air hits me as I file out of the car, baptizes me with the unexpected scent of eucalyptus. I like it like this—nature all around—perfumed air to greet each day. I think I could get used to living here. Paragon is proving to be morbidly beautiful in its own special way.
Drake emerges from the car picking at his nose, his eyes glued to the house in a daze.
Suffice it to say, I’m more than slightly mortified to be forcibly associated with him. Drake is my own personal social suicide, and the sooner I accept that, the sooner I can come to terms with my loner status at the school library.
“Landon family?” A light female voice calls out from the fog at the bottom of the driveway.
A thin brunette with her hair pulled back wafts in and out of the fog like a ghost. Auburn highlights electrify her ponytail as she jogs up to meet us.
“Hi! I’m your neighbor,” she jerks her thumb at the house next door, “Brielle.” Her tiny hand jets out in my direction.
I reach for her, but Drake sideswipes me. He over exaggerates a handshake, lets her know he’s a douchebag right from the beginning. No sense in saving the surprise for later.
“Skyla Messenger.” I shove Drake aside with my shoulder and shake her hand like a human who actively participates in civilization.
She reminds me of the army of Barbie’s I used to play with as a kid, same perfect features—bright green eyes. Except for the hair. I’ve got the requisite blonde hair that you need to survive in L.A. If you’re a female and have access to a bottle of bleach you’re required to go bimbo by the time your sixteen. Lucky for me it grows out of my head this way. I let it grow long after my dad died. It’s him I get the curls from.
“Come on.” Tad waves us up the stairs onto an expansive porch and the wood groans from the weight of us. A picnic table sits abandoned in the corner with an umbrella is spiked through the center, chock full of spider webs.
“I’ll give you the tour,” Brielle offers, stepping in before me. She bounces through the door with far more enthusiasm than I’ve had in years.
Tad and Mom head toward the back of the house, with my mother pointing out how nice everything is and Tad refuting her claims. The girls take off upstairs and fill the hollowed out house with the echoes of their laughter.
“You’ve been here?”
“Oh yeah, tons. My friend used to live here.” Her face smoothes out as she stares past me with a glazed look in her eye.
“Where’d she go?”
“She died.”
I stop abruptly, stunned by the revelation. I don’t know why I wasn’t expecting death as an answer. Sometimes it feels as if death is something unique to my family. I keep forgetting its necrotic arms stretch out to the rest of the world as well.
“You didn’t know?” Brielle takes me by the hand and pulls me up the stairs at a decent clip—her enthusiasm still awkwardly bubbling to the surface.
“No. So, um, what happened?” Truth is, I don’t want to know. I hate ghost stories by the campfire, and I don’t listen to the news. I can’t stand freaky things so I avoid them at all costs, that’s exactly why I maintain the ability to sleep at night. But this is different. The poor girl lived here once. I should at least care to ask what happened, but Brielle doesn’t say anything just keeps walking with a hop in her step as though she didn’t hear.
We make our way down a huge hallway with coffee stained walls—cobwebs in the corner, dense enough to qualify as curtains. I watch as the ghostlike tendrils of spider webs long forgotten give a gentle wave from the crevices of the dusty chandelier above.
Mia and Melissa have staked their claim to the bedroom at the far end, near a set of double doors, which I assume is the master. Drake is already gassing up the one just off the stairs, so I’m left with the one in the middle.
“Chloe’s room,” the words whisper from her lips. Brielle steps in and drinks it down, wide-eyed and terrified.
“Chloe’s room,” I echo. An icy chill penetrates my bones. I look around at the dingy rectangle with bare walls and dark-planked floors. A large bay window with a built in bench fills the back wall. It lends the room a romantic appeal in a haunted sort of way.
“So your friend—” I start in slow. The last things I want is to do is pull the pin on the grieving grenade in the event it’s still fresh—in case her death still stings like hell to think about like it does with my dad. “What did she die of?”
Brielle’s face bleeds out all color, her eyes widen at my seemingly irresponsible oversight.
“She didn’t die of anything. She was murdered.”



CHAPTER 2
Adulation
IT DOESN’T TAKE long before I talk my way out of unpacking duties and ditch the haunted house for a quick tour of Paragon Island piloted by Brielle herself.
The movers pull in just as we leave and I see them haul my old dresser out and hoist it upstairs. It looks so foreign here against the backdrop of the pines. All of my furniture, all of my things transplanted to this unknowable place. It scares me on some level knowing life will never be the same again.
“They never caught who did it,” Brielle says as we drive down a black velvet highway. “Found her in a shallow grave near the base of Devil’s Peak. It’s weird because we hang out at the overlook all the time.” She pulls her leg up on the seat and steers the wheel with her knee for a good stretch of road. “And there she was right there at the bottom.” Her eyes glaze over as tears begin to fall.
I’m too busy honing in on her sorrow, matching it with my own over my father to notice we’ve drifted lanes. A horn blares without ceasing and shakes us both back to reality. I grab a hold of the wheel and help maneuver us into the proper lane.
“Crap!” I’m half laughing. It feels good like this to have the laughter chase the tears away. One more solid second, and we would have flooded the Jeep with a river of sorrow.
“I’m so freaking sorry,” she says, pressing her hand to her chest. “Trust me vehicular homicide wasn’t high on my to-do list when I got up this morning.” She lifts a finger over at the bowling alley across the way. “Let’s go there.”
Paragon Bowling Alley, the large neon sign blinks with all the fanfare of some D list joint off the Sunset Strip. It sits across the main thoroughfare, overlooking a jagged shoreline. The sun’s dismal glow illuminates it from behind a mass of dark clouds. It sets over the establishment like an orange ember as if prophesying something about that very place.
We make our way inside and a violent seizure of light attacks our senses, subtle as a funhouse. The name Arcade Heaven is painted on a plank right above the doorway. The dark cloistered room is lined with video games that blink on an off in a spastic stream of energy. A group of teenagers, mostly Goth looking guys, hunch over the blinking mechanisms making hasty strides with every jerk of their hand.
“This way!” Her voice rises up over the noise.
She leads me through the tiny room and into a well-lit expanse devoid of the sensory pollution of the entry. It looks like your average bowling alley with lanes lining the two opposing walls of the colossal structure. A giant squared off cashier’s station sits to our right with a wall of shoes behind it. Every now and again a set of pins knock over followed by a gasp or scream. The place is nearly empty, but then it is a Thursday afternoon in August. I suppose even the village shut-ins take a vacation now and again.
“Bree,” a male voice spikes from behind.
We turn in unison. A pair of guys around our age make their way over, both tall, one with gold hair that matches my own, and one with hair the color pitch. It’s the blonde that gets my attention. He looks familiar and yet I can’t place why. He presses out a smile and my insides explode with heat. It feels as though the entire room has lost its light, harnessed all the beauty life has to offer and shifted its lust-filled focus on the two of us. I bask in his perfection, straight Roman nose, sharp almond eyes, broad chest, shoulders as wide as a baseball bat.
My mouth falls open stupidly, and I can feel the drool pooling beneath my tongue.
“Guys, this is Skyla. She’s moving into Chloe’s old house.” She gives an apprehensive look. “Skyla, these are the knuckleheads I work with, Logan and Gage.” She waves her hands over them as though they were prizes.
Logan.
Immediately I’m lost in his trance—like he’s cast a spell on me and now I can’t look away. It’s simultaneously the most comfortable and frightening feeling in the world. I want to tell him that he’s gorgeous, that he could start a forest fire with his looks alone, but something far more banal escapes my lips in the form of hello.
“Skyla?” The dark haired boy leans in. “Gage Oliver.” He takes up my hand and steps into me in an effort to capture my attention. He smiles and his face ignites in a set of severe dimples that make me weak at the knees. His eyes are the purest color blue I have ever seen—the color of a cobalt sea off in some exotic part of the world. His stunning features are a work of art, and I’m perplexed that standing before me are two of the best looking guys on the planet. Normally, I would have been ripe to worship at his feet, but it’s the Adonis to his left that has me spellbound.
“You have a very unique name. It’s beautiful.” The Adonis takes my hand away from Gage and brings it to his lips with a smile. “Logan Oliver.” His voice dips as he emphasizes his first name.
“Oh, so you’re brothers?” It comes out doubtful. They look nothing alike. Or maybe they’re step? Mothers marrying morons is on the rise.
“Cousins.” Logan ticks his head toward Gage. “I live with them. My parents are both deceased.”
His words jar me from my lust-struck stupor.
“Oh, I’m sorry. My dad died, too.” It’s only when I look down that I notice he’s still holding my hand, cradling it soft between both of his. The awkwardness of the situation comes to light and he gently replaces it next to my waist.
“Sorry.” He gives a pensive stare, bearing right through me with those amber lenses—like he sees me, but too much. I feel naked under his watchful supervision, and it sends an errant shudder up my spine.
We reconfigure at a nearby table with Brielle next to me, and Logan across from her.
“So you’re a junior?” Gage rasps his knuckles across the table like a nervous habit. He’s fixed on me with those piercing blue orbs, pulling his gaze across my features slow as honey. He takes me in with an open intensity as if he sees our future written across my forehead.
“Yup,” I try to sound casual, ignoring the fact I’m shaking in their godlike presence. “And you guys?”
“We’re all juniors!” Brielle rattles my arm as though it were the most exciting news in the world.
When she touches my flesh, I can hear her thoughts. It’s an odd gift that I underutilize. I think my mother is onto me because she bolts like a cat out of water if I dare let a hug linger.
Bet they’re both already in love with her. She glances at the ceiling. All that perfect hair, and what color are those eyes anyway? Crystal clear? Really, I hate how beautiful she is.
She hates my beauty. The thought of it brings a slight curve to my lips.
“So tell me about Chloe,” I ask no one in particular. If I’m going to be holed up in her bedroom, it’d be nice to know something about her.
A stunted silence fills the tiny space around us, and I suddenly get the feeling I should never have brought her up.
Logan’s face darkens. His eyes flare, something akin to anger. Gage cuts a look across the room as though he were seething.
Chloe may be dead, but it’s clear her name still holds a great deal of power.



CHAPTER 3
Cult of Personality
TURNS OUT CHLOE was the subject of much lust at West Paragon High—cheerleader, all around American girl, dated both Logan and Gage on and off—been dead a good nine months.
I blink up at the canopy above my bed. My mother had the movers replicate my old bedroom under her strict delegation of authority. She dreams of us falling in love with this rat-trap, playing the piano and singing by a roaring fire. I think she needs an entire family transplant for something of that moronic magnitude to happen. Doesn’t she realize our family died two years ago? We buried it back in L.A. with my father.
I glance out the window as the morning stretches out in a sheer bloom of fog, and a sad smile plays on my lips. Already I don’t want to leave—already I’m in love with this haunted, arid island.
I dreamed of Logan last night. Logan on the beach, Logan at the movies, his oven-hot hands racing up and down my body—crying out my name on a lonely stretch of highway.
A horn goes off outside in a series of short staccato beeps.
I glance over at the alarm—nine on the button. Brielle managed to convince me to join the cheerleading squad with her. She said, ever since Chloe died they’ve yet to fill the void and wouldn’t take no for an answer.
The horn goes off again as I round my legs over the bed. I ignore her impatient honking and head into the shower.
When I get out, I find Brielle is sitting Indian style on my bed, messing with her phone. “Morning sunshine.” She doesn’t bother looking up.
“So Gage or Logan, which one’s yours?” I try to sound indifferent, lacing my words with sarcasm, but I’m digging for the truth and we both know it.
I towel dry my hair like it’s no big deal, like I didn’t whisper I love you to him all night long in my dreams.
“Which one do you think?” She cocks her head to the side like a dare.
It couldn’t be Logan. What we shared was electric.
“Gage?”
She pulls her lips in a line. “Neither.”
“Oh.” I let my towel fall to the ground and snatch the hairbrush off my desk. “Which one are you hoping for?” I can spot a crush a mile away. If she says neither I’m going to hold her down by the wrists until I hear the truth stream through her mind.
“I don’t know. I’ve known them all my life—kind of find them boring. I like fresh meat. You know, undiscovered terrain.” She gives a hard squint hard and points toward Drake’s room.
“Oh, dear God, no.” In a way it’s a good thing because there won’t be any weirdness between us, like ever. Let the record show I will never challenge her for Drake’s affection.
“What?” She breaks out in a giant grin. “He’s cute.”
“Gah!” My hands rise instinctively over my ears. “It’s like you’re cursing.”
“Anyway,” she tosses her phone onto the mattress, “they’re not seeing anybody. And when I went to work last night it was obvious they were already warring over you. Guess they like fresh meat, too.”
Warring?
My entire body flushes with heat.
Fresh meat, indeed. Good thing I’m partial to carnivores.

West Paragon High sits landlocked an unfortunate distance from the miles of sandy shore the island has to offer. Another fog filled afternoon greets us, and I welcome the dew as it kisses my face, caresses my arms and legs as we cut through it with haste.
We’re a good forty minutes late to practice because of my ‘hygiene habit’ as Brielle so delicately put it.
On the ride over, she informed me of the triune
goddesses who run the team and apparently the school with their wicked charm, of which no one can stand, and yet everybody secretly wants to be a part of. Sounds like your typical power bitches.
“Michelle Miller, Emily Morgan, Lexy Bakova,” Brielle spits their names out like curses. They have that ripped from the pages of an expensive magazine look written all over them. And I’m guessing the set of matching scowls is their signature smirk.
“Nice to meet you.” I manufacture a smile.
“Natalie Coleman, Kate Winston.” Brielle concludes the introductions with a set of homelier girls with bright friendly faces—Natalie with her rust colored ringlets and Kate as pale as paper.
It’s uncomfortably quiet, save for a few shy hellos from the last two. The trio of wickedness glares over at me with a special brand of callousness I’ve yet to encounter. A sense of vulnerability washes over me, and suddenly I’m self-conscious of everything right down to my breathing.
“Hey,” a booming voice calls from the side.
With lightning quick strides Logan appears next to me, swooping his arm across my shoulder like it belonged there—not that I’m protesting.
“Trying out for the team?” He’s sporting a half-shirt, worn out grey sweats and has a football helmet tucked under his arm.
“Yeah, I think so.” I don’t tell him that I’m in. That they’ll give me Chloe’s spot if I want it. I don’t want to see his amber eyes smolder with anger at the mention of her name.
He’s far more attractive than he was yesterday, and I’m not entirely sure how that’s even possible.
“Morning,” I say as though magically we were the only two people on the field.
“Morning,” he counters, soft as a whisper. He smiles into me with his eyes lighting up like beautiful flames.
I keep staring at her and I’m gonna have a really big problem right here, right now. I hear him say.
I bite down a smile, fighting back the laugh trying to rumble out of my chest. I can feel the heat stinging my cheeks an embarrassing shade of scarlet.
God—I think I’m in love.
His eyes widen with pleasure.
Love? He looks right at me as he says it in his mind.
My eyes widen with horror as I jump free from his grasp.
Shit!
He heard me.
I heard him and he heard me.
Judging by the shocked expression on his face. He didn’t expect it either.



CHAPTER 4
Listen
LATER THAT NIGHT, I watch mesmerized as the trees appear and disappear in and out of the fog as Brielle races us down the narrow streets of Paragon.
Mom was so tired, there was hardly any fight left in her when I asked if I could go to a party tonight. Mom’s only concession was that I let Drake tag along. She wants him to get acclimated before school starts. She and Tad are afraid he’ll have a hard time fitting in. I wanted to tell her that most likely he won’t fit in anyway—primates usually don’t fare so well at public school. But I paid the piper and issued Drake a get-out-of-the-house-free-card instead.
“Ellis Harrison is sort of a dick,” Brielle says, turning down the music in her bright red Jeep.
Earlier she informed both my mother and me that he came from old money, that he lived in one of the biggest homes in Paragon Estates, a gated community not too far away.
She recites his name to the security guard at the tower who lazily punches in a code and the wooden arm in front of the car rises to let us through.
The Paragon Estates feels far more open, more spacious than the quasi track housing the rest of the island is subject to. We glide down a mysterious winding path flanked with tall blue ponderosa pines lining the periphery. You can feel the affluence just driving past the sprawling homes, each one more extravagant than the last, hiding behind neatly trimmed bushes that nestle their borders. A white bridal fence stretches out alongside the road for what feels like miles as giant eucalyptus shag their leaves into the wind.
The dark velvet night glows an eerie shade of purple, the color of a storybook world, a fairytale. Even through the thick rolling fog you can make out the crystal expanse of stars glinting above. They sparkle down their glory like shards of broken glass.
Brielle pulls into a long stone-paved driveway that widens until it reaches a monolithic estate lit up like a jewel. A giant chandelier glitters out from the second story window just above a set of glass doors adorned with wrought iron. The whole place has a Spanish villa feel, equipped with an enormous three-tiered fountain in the middle of the circular driveway. The base of the manmade spring is surrounded by an entire pride of stone lions. The water illuminates an unearthly glow, and it occurs to me while taking in all of the majesty that I could never get used to living in a place as fantastic as this. I’d have to wear ball gowns to bed and pearls to breakfast. Hell, I’d probably have to eat pearls for breakfast.
“Holy shit,” Drake hisses as we get out of the Jeep.
The entire upper portion of the driveway is bombarded with cars. I look around suspiciously, trying to decode which one Logan might drive, or Gage for that matter. Speaking of which, I’m not particularly looking forward to seeing the mind reader in question tonight. I still haven’t had the chance to properly process what happened this afternoon. He didn’t say a word after the strange incident, just took off for practice like a bat out of hell.
Maybe it was my imagination? Maybe I only thought he could hear me? Honest to God I’d die if he could. Proclaiming my love for someone, on this, the second day of our acquaintance, is enough to spook anybody. And the last thing I want to do is spook Logan Oliver.
Brielle leads us in through the front door without knocking.
It’s noisy inside. My chest picks up the bass from some rap song I don’t recognize as an army of shadows laugh and sway to the beat. I don’t say anything about the music blowing out my eardrums. I just follow the scarf of Bree’s perfume into the next room, which is scarcely illuminated by the residual light from the entry.
It’s not wall to wall bodies like the parties I’ve been to back home, but then those houses were the size of a shoebox and come to think of it, if we shrunk this place down to size, it would probably be wall to wall bodies, too.
“Ellis!” She flings her arms around a tall, good-looking guy with sandy hair and a deep dimple in his right cheek. My stomach gives a hot pinch at the sight of him. “This is Skyla,” Brielle shouts over the music, “and her brother!” She pulls Drake over and laps her arm around his waist.
Ellis doesn’t hesitate to offer me a full-blown hug. His hands ride up and down my back like a pair of rabid snakes, nearly unhooking my bra in the process and something tells me that might have been the point. “Nice to meet you.” He slithers to my hand and shakes it.
Damn, she’s hot. I want to…
I snatch my hand back before the visual has a chance to take over. Some thoughts just aren’t worth hearing.
“Look who decided to join the party?” A voice emanates from behind.
Gage appears next to Brielle. His eyes shine bright as beacons as if he’s got a blue flashlight in the back of each one. He introduces himself to Drake by way of a high-five.
Gage looks sharp in a stark white polo. It gives off an eerie glow in this low light and matches the white of his teeth.
I press out a quiet smile. Innately I can tell he’s sweet. He has a warmth about him, something that every part of me wants to gravitate toward, but it’s the prospect of seeing Logan that has my heart racing.
They’re a package deal, right? Living together, the bowling alley, football team…
I turn and startle to find him behind me.
“Hey,” he says it low, seductive. He folds his arms across his chest and shifts into a defiant stance. The shadows in the room play with his features, sharpening his already cutting good looks, and I can’t tell whether or not he’s happy to see me.
Brielle pulls Logan over with robust enthusiasm and introduces Drake as my brother. So much for pretending I don’t recognize him as a species. At least he’s not picking his nose. For that I can be thankful.
Drake reaches up and scratches at the side of his nostril, giving me a mild heart attack in the process.
“You shoot pool?” Logan directs the question at me as though we were the only people in the room.
“I’ll break some balls with you guys.” Ellis nods into the offer.
“No thanks.” Logan doesn’t waver from our stare. A tiny smile plays on his lips but he won’t give it. Logan and his splendor manage to deafen all of the noise from the room. His eyes seem to have garnered the ability to steal the light from the chandelier, cast it out at the world as though it were their own.
Without a word, I follow Logan through a pair of French doors that lead out to the side yard.
The air outside is perfumed with night blooming jasmine, a scent that reminds me of my backyard in L.A. It coats me with a heavy feeling of nostalgia and I want to escape it, leave the bookmark from the past in another state entirely. Instead, I try to focus on the fog as it deposits its damp residue over my face with its cold ragged breath.
Logan walks us down a dirt trail leading to a barn-like structure in the rear of the property.
“It’s warm inside. I promise.” He presses his fingers against the small of my back, holding open the door to the miniature house.
It is warm inside, cozy, unlike the mausoleum we left.
He turns on a light in a kitchen the size of the one I had in L.A. In fact it looks surprisingly like a normal sized home with the exception its just one large room with a pool table smack in the middle.
I run my fingers over the smooth red velvet lining the table while Logan fishes the balls out of the pockets and rolls them on top. I watch as he gathers them, places them into the wooden triangle with great patience. He doesn’t say a word, just goes about his business like he was at work.
A weirdness has cropped up between us, and I’m staring to think sequestering myself with him so soon wasn’t the best idea.
“So,” he begins, “how long have you known?” He pushes a stick in my direction as if it were an olive branch.
“Known what?”
He’s not talking about love, right? We literally just met and he can’t read minds so the whole idea is absurd.
His head ticks to the side, examining me openly under the soft glow of light.
“That I like to play pool?” I tease. I don’t tell him I’m a novice at the sport, that I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve played and still have fingers left over. Instead, I lean in and shoot the white ball across the table and say, “Stripes.”
Logan steps in, pinning me against the table with his body over mine. He leans in and shoots from behind my back. Heat emanates off his skin, hot as a summer sidewalk. His knee presses into my thigh like an invitation, and I break out in an unexpected sweat.
“Solids,” his warm breath hums across my cheek.
I twist around, landing us nose to nose.
Logan gives a sorrowful smile as his eyes glaze over with lust. He brushes his fingers across the back of my neck and holds me there softly.
Kiss me, he instructs. His eyes widen at the prospect.
A dull moan gets trapped in my throat as I lean in and press my lips against his, soft as a summer breeze.
A small part of me tries to scramble my thoughts, erase the overzealous elation from my being, but I can’t. I grab the back of his neck and push him in deeper, indulging in a kiss that goes on for miles. His tongue darts around my mouth, glides across my teeth, happy to be there.
Logan pushes me back onto the pool table and the balls shoot out from underneath me. He runs his lips over my face, my neck, igniting me with a wave of quick kisses. He pulses up to my ear before crashing over my lips, perfect and hungry.
Right here. Right now, he purrs.
“What?” I slap my hands against his chest, pushing him off with a violent force.
“Sorry.” His hands fly through the air quick as a stickup.
“I better go.” I bolt from the pool house and into the night.
If I stayed another minute I might have said yes.



CHAPTER 5
Questions
ELLIS’ PARTY IS still going strong.
Brielle is nowhere to be seen and suspiciously neither is Drake. The disgusting possibilities float through my mind—welcome as a school of dead fish.
“Skyla,” Logan’s deep voice emanates from behind as I peer into the kitchen.
I ignore him briefly as I spy on Brielle and Drake pushed up against the sink. He’s busy raking his hands up and down her back octopus-style, and I find the entire display of mollusk-like affection difficult to watch.
I lean back into the hall filled with disbelief.
“I think we need to talk,” Logan shakes his head when he says it. He looks serious as though a major infraction just occurred.
“Look,” the strange urge to cry infiltrates me, “I just really want to go home.” My knees tremble as I try to steady myself against the wall. The idea of someone else having the same ability more than freaks me out. Especially when it’s a boy I happen to like.
“Let me take you,” he says it soft and gentle as if trying to convince me there’s nothing to fear, as if reading peoples minds, Drake getting it on with the super model next door, were as normal as breathing.
I follow Logan outside, afraid to hold his hand or touch him in general. If he can hear my thoughts that means the deformity that lives in me also lives in him. That it wasn’t some random gift bestowed upon me and my father—that others have this, too.
Maybe I gave it to Logan like a cold or mono? Maybe I have the ability to pass it to the ones I love, or at least those I believe I do.
We make our way down the winding driveway, past the rows of expensive cars and into the great expanse of a deep velvet night.
“So, where we going?” My fingers brush up against him and this time I don’t fight it. I form my hand around his because it feels natural, because I want to.
He stops short and turns to face me. I live across the street. His eyes press into mine.
Can you hear me? I offer it as a test run.
“Yes,” he pushes the word out with great intensity.
“Oh God.”
He hears me. He knows my thoughts. I wiggle out of his grasp.
Can you hear me now? I offer it with all the sarcastic inflection I can muster.
He pulls his cheek up on one side.
“I need to touch you,” he says.
“You’re just like me,” I marvel. All the anger and confusion vanishes like smoke and suddenly I’m thrilled to have Logan Oliver standing before me. Somehow, someway, we found our way to each other.
“And you’re just like me, but prettier.” He leans in slow and sears me with a kiss.
The world shifts, the lavender sky spreads its wings over the two of us like a blessing.
We continue the meandering walk over to his house. It mirrors Ellis’ home in width, but the styling is different, more rambling ranch than Spanish Villa. The lights are all off, and I wait on the porch as he literally pops in and out to grab his keys and wallet. He leads me over to an oversized white truck and helps me climb inside. I text Drake and let him know where I’m headed.
“You really want to go home?” He asks, settling himself in his seat. He sticks the keys in the ignition, and the truck roars to life beneath us.
“Not really,” the thought of hanging out with Mom and Tad is enough to make me fashion a noose out of my hair. “You wanna just drive?”
“Sure, I know just the place to take you.”
Take me? God—it’s probably some dense forest where the locals go to mate.
“I know I’m from L.A. and stuff,” I start, “so you probably think I’ve been everywhere—done everything,” I haven’t dropped in a hole, and that’s something I’d like to do right about now, “but I haven’t, and I don’t plan on it. I’m a… ” I stop shy of formulating the word ‘virgin’ on my lips. We’ve already determined I’m a freak, well, I guess we both are, but still, no point in dissecting the issue.
“I’m glad you haven’t been everywhere,” he says it with a disarming charm that makes me writhe on the inside, “or done everything.” He glances over with a peaceable smile.
We drive for long stretches in silence. A thicket of boiling clouds canopy across the sky like an oversized umbrella. They press into the island, hiding the moon and the stars like a cloak.
“Do you know what it is?” He asks, taking the turnoff marked Devil’s Peak. He pulls into a graveled lot and parks in close to a wooden fence that sits at the edge of the cliff. The moon breaks through and shines its beams down over the water.
“It’s so beautiful,” I breathe. I’m mesmerized by the glistening river of light as it dances in an erratic line over the waves.
“So are you, but you’re evading the question.” He picks up my hand and nestles it in his.
Do you know why you’re like this?
A breath gets caught in my throat.
A picture of my father—his perfect smile blinks through my mind. Lately each time I think of him it feels as though I’ve fallen through a trapdoor.
Another image vies for my attention—a young couple, both filled with elation as they hold up an infant between them.
That’s me in the middle. Logan looks at me intently.
I’m sorry. My heart breaks for him. What happened?
Car accident—so I was told.
“I could do this with my dad.” It frightens me to do this with Logan. “My mom, my sister, they can’t.”
“Gage can’t. Look—I just want you to know I don’t make a habit of touching people and reading their thoughts.”
“I’m impressed.” But not sure I’m buying it.
“Are you?” He pulls my fingers to his lips and kisses them individually. “But you don’t really know why you can do this, do you.” It comes out more a fact than a question.
“No. Will you tell me?”
Logan wraps his arms around me and pulls me close.
I don’t fight him because there’s nowhere else I’d rather be.
“Yes, I’ll tell you,” he leans in and brushes his lips against mine, “but not tonight.” He crashes his lips over mine with a hot flurry of kisses.
And I don’t object.



CHAPTER 6
Inquisition
IN THE LATE afternoon, when I finally manage to roll out of bed, I head downstairs and find my mother in the kitchen.
“You look like death warmed over.” She plucks at my hair as I walk past her on the way to the fridge.
“Gee thanks.” I pull out the O.J. and lean against the island. “You ever miss Daddy?” It comes out childlike, simple.
Her eyes widen then retract as she glances back down at her game of Sudoku. I recognize the small book she purchased at the gas station before leaving L.A.
“Only like crazy,” her voice dips to a guilty whisper. It’s usually an indication that Tad is somewhere in the vicinity. I hate the way my father has become some dirty little secret ever since Tad crashed into our lives. It’s like a sin to acknowledge my father even existed.
I don’t know if it’s the fact I could have easily slept another six hours, or the fact I can’t stand Tad in general but my blood begins to percolate, brewing itself into a perfect hormonal rage.
“It’s OK to talk about him, you know,” I say a little louder than necessary. “I wasn’t exactly hatched from an egg. He put me here.” The idea of my parents copulating sprints through my mind, takes my appetite out along with it.
“Nobody said you were hatched from an egg.” She gives the slight hint of annoyance. “Spare us the attitude. Looks like someone got up on the wrong side of the bed.”
I slam down the carafe in my hand, hard on the counter.
“Do I have to get up on the wrong side of the bed to think about Dad?”
“Skyla.” Mom’s eyes close heavy with regret.
Already we’ve started this day—this crazy train, down the wrong track.
“Excuse me but I still remember him,” my voice shakes as I deliver the words a little louder than anticipated. Without thinking I walk over and clutch my hands over her bare shoulders. “I miss him.” Tears stream down my cheeks as I dig my nails into her. Can you hear me? Tell me if you can hear me. Explain to me what the hell this is, because he’s dead, and he can’t tell me anything anymore!
“Skyla,” she shrieks, trying to break free from my hold. “Tad…Tad?” She bucks against me in an effort to wrangle away. Tad’s right, she’s going off the deep end because I never took her to therapy. God—what if she’s on drugs?
I let go as if her skin were on fire. She nurses her arms, holds herself tenderly as Tad the step monkey fast approaches.
“That’s it,” he barks. “You’ve gone too far, Skyla,” he reprimands while inspecting my mother’s injuries.
My mother breaks down into heaving sobs. He encapsulates her in his arms as she murmurs something, and he rocks her like soothing a baby.
I don’t hang out to watch the rest of the show. Instead, I speed out the front door and slam it with a bionic force. It goes off like a shotgun blast, ricocheting through the virginal morning air. Birds jet out of the pine branches and fly away from the house. I watch as they trek across the sky, quick as a dart.
I wish I could be that free.

Barefoot, with messy hair and no make-up is hardly the first impression you want to make on the parents of your new best friend.
Brielle lets me in, still wiping the sleep from her eyes. She takes in all my I-just-rolled-out-of-bed glory and blinks back surprise.
“Casual,” she nods, “I like that.”
The house is heavy with the sweet woodsy scent of bacon. I haven’t had real bacon since Tad came into our lives and declared pig-fried flesh something akin to an abomination.
A tall blonde with short-cropped hair and a friendly face peers over Brielle’s shoulder.
“You must be Skyla.” She puts out a slender hand, and I shake it.
“Nice to meet you,” I say.
“Darla,” she says giving my hand a firm squeeze. “Have you eaten yet?”
“Oh, that’s OK.” I shake my head. Like it’s not bad enough I’ve come to their door disheveled, I need to eat their food, too.
“I insist.” Brielle threads her arm through mine. “Our friendship isn’t official until you break bread with me—or pancakes.” She winks over at her mom like maybe they’re poison.
Brielle’s house is decorator perfect, all done up in shabby chic. It’s covered with a dozen different toile fabrics, from curtains, to throw pillows. Every square inch has been gift wrapped in repeating patterns. And knick-knacks abound in every nook and cranny, yet it doesn’t feel cluttered. Personally, I’d love it if Mom saw fit to unleash a pastel fabric bomb in the Landon household. I’d be in heaven if my bedroom looked exactly like this right down to the blue chandelier hanging over the center of the dining room table. Tad and Drake however would definitely feel their manhood disintegrating at the speed of light in an atmosphere like this.
“Your dad at work?” I ask Bree while her mother dishes up breakfast.
“Probably. They’re divorced,” she pauses, “I have a sister at Washington State. It’s just me and my mom right now.”
“That’s right. Just us girls,” she sings back with a slight country accent.
I wish my mother were secure enough to live on her own. I tried to talk her out of marrying Tad—being near Tad. Something about him sends a chill up my spine, sharp as razors. But I could never put my finger on why, and thus have never built an adequate case against him. Who am I kidding? She would have married him anyway. I’m the last person on the planet my mother would consult for the color of her pedicure, let alone marriage.
“You have fun at the party last night?” Brielle knocks her knee into mine beneath the table like she’s speaking in code.
“Logan drove me home. Showed me the overlook.” I shrug trying to ignore the fact I’m blushing ten shades of red.
“Overlook?” Darla lays our plates down and takes a seat. “Pretty girl like you? I bet he showed more than the overlook,” she draws the words out suggestively.
My mouth falls open at the sexual implications of it all. God, I hope she means landscape or the shiny blue Pacific. But I bet not. Brielle obviously has one of those ‘special’ moms that thinks sex at sixteen is natural as breathing. I’m pretty sure I’d never in a million years want my mom to convert to Darla’s special brand of parenting philosophy. The thought of my mother talking to me about sex makes me want to stab my eyes out with a fork, gouge even deeper and scramble my brains to prevent the conversation from ever happening.
“He showed me Ellis Harrison’s pool house. It looks like a barn.” It comes out unnatural as though I were lying.
Darla explodes into a fit of laughter. She picks up her plate and heads out of the room like I had chased her out with my sheer stupidity.
“A barn? Is that what they’re calling it these days?” She cries from the other room.
“She’s gone.” Brielle shakes her head in disgust. Maybe she doesn’t appreciate a ‘cool’ mom either.
“So, anyway,” I pat my bacon with a napkin, “that’s what happened. How was your night?”
“Awesome with a capital everything.” She takes a sip of her milk while batting her clumped lashes.
“I hope it was awesome because you had a good time for reasons other than Count Drakeula.” It’s not my fault he comes equipped with sharp pointy teeth—that and the fact I’m not above name-calling.
“Count Drakeula can suck my blood anytime he wishes.”
“You know I’m more than grossed out by this. You should go for Gage. He’s like a Greek god or something.” My stomach pinches with jealousy as if to protest the idea.
“Been there, tried to do that. Besides, he was talking about you last night. It doesn’t faze him at all that Logan practically staked his claim.”
“Me?” Something deep inside me purrs at the thought of Gage the claim jumper interested in me. I’ve never been the center of attention before, and for sure not from boys of this caliber. “It’s hard to believe they don’t already have girlfriends.”
“They really haven’t gone out with anyone since Chloe. They took her death pretty hard. We all did.” The smile bleeds off her face. She traces the rim of her glass with her fingertip as a spontaneous show of tears wobble inside her lids.
There’s so much mystery surrounding Chloe.
“Tell me all about her. I really want to know.”



CHAPTER 7
Eulogy
BRIELLE BLEEDS WORDS as fast as she can speak them. We head up to her bedroom, which is done up in yet another fit of pink toile. It becomes embarrassingly apparent they’ve safely exceeded their legal limit of both pink and toile in this household. They’re taking this whole, we are women, see our décor thing a bit too far. I’ll have to bring Mia and Melissa up here sometime and watch them swoon. I’m sure as soon as Taddy dearest hears of their newfound lust for a replica bedroom he’ll be on it in one pinky twisted minute. Not only is Melissa a daddy’s girl, but he’s taken Mia under his wing by proxy. I won’t deny the fact I’m insanely jealous. I used to be a daddy’s girl myself, but now there’s no more daddy.
A stream of tears rolls down my cheek as I listen to Brielle ramble on about how great Chloe was. Only my tears aren’t for Chloe and her albeit brief life, in fact, sadly, I sort of feel like I’m actually detesting her by the minute even though it’s totally not cool to detest a dead person. My tears are solely for my father—my father who’s been allocated to a mere whisper in Tad Landon’s glass castle. My father who used to take me to the pier to gaze out at the open night sky and point to the stars saying that’s where we came from, where we really belong.
Brielle chats incessantly about her dead BFF as we get ready for cheer, and as we face my parents and I spill an apology about my behavior earlier—lying like spilling oil. She talks as I shower, while I change for practice, and on the way over in the car.
“Anyway, one day I’ll have to show you all the scrapbooks. We used to sit around and piece them together at night. Pretty lame, right?”
“No, I think that’s great you have all those memories laid out to look at. I wish I had something like that of my dad. All our pictures are still floating around on my hard drive.” For so long I could barely think of him. Seeing his pictures in the hall of our old house killed me on an intimate level. I used to wish my mother would cover them up—burn them. And now there aren’t any around. Tad came in and hijacked our lives. We moved, and those are the only things my mother has yet to unpack.
For a moment I consider turning my room into a shrine for my father. That alone might ensure the fact Mom and Tad would never set foot in it. Then again, neither would I.
We pull into the school parking lot covered with the pall of another grey day.
“I like the weather here,” I say, letting the moist film adhere to my face, my open palms, as I drink it in.
“No one likes the weather here, except maybe the vampires.” She knocks into me with her shoulder and gives a wild cackle.
Natalie and Kate catch up with us before we hit the field. Natalie’s stiff curls are pulled back into a bumpy ponytail. Kate looks fresh out of the shower with dripping wet hair, long blonde strands as thick as spaghetti.
Brielle laments the fact practice is so early even though it’s nearly three in the afternoon. “One thing’s for sure,” she brushes up against my shoulder when she says it, “Ellis Harrison knows how to throw a party.”
I avert my gaze in the event she wants to drag this conversation back to the gutter like her mother did and spot Logan from across the field with his hands on his hips. He stands perfectly still as the rest of the football teams runs wild in some well-orchestrated play.
I wave over to him with a spastic enthusiasm and catch his attention. He lifts his hand just as a wall of a bodies lunge at him. Logan lands flat on his back, three bodies deep, and I let out a groan at the sight.
“Looks like your hands are lethal weapons.” Kate mimics my wave.
“Very funny,” I say as we make our way over the expanse of emerald lawn.
It feels good to have friends, or the prospective friends at least. It feels more than good to have the prospect of a boyfriend even though he’s not officially my anything. And it’s especially good that he shares my secret, that we can do it together. It brings a whole new meaning to a meeting of the minds.
“Alright bitches!” Michelle barks out at us. Her face is a thing of beauty but her personality clouds any physical perfection she might have. “Ready begin!” She blares music from a boom box without waiting for us to get into position. I try to copy the steps and keep up, but it’s pointless. I’m more than ten steps behind everyone else at any given time.
I bump into Lexy Bakova as I foolishly attempt a running kick and end up knocking her to the ground by way of my foot.
“Shit!” I cover my mouth.
The music stops abruptly as the triune goddesses quickly descend upon her.
“I’m so sorry.” I crouch down, trying to catch a glimpse of the unintended victim of my clumsiness. “It was an accident, I swear.”
A powerful blow explodes over my mouth, sends me flying backward onto the lawn. It takes a second for me to realize it was Emily’s elbow that so violently decided to connect with my dental work.
“Oh, I’m so sorry,” she exaggerates the words.
“It was an accident, I swear,” Michelle bleats it out with sarcasm. They break out in a fit of cackles while helping Lexy to her feet.
“What the fuck!” Kate shouts as she helps me up. Natalie and Brielle look equally pissed for me and I’d appreciate this a whole lot more if I wasn’t dying in pain.
“You’re bleeding.” Brielle wipes my mouth with the back of her hand, and a smear of red liquid streaks across her finger.
I inventory my teeth by way of my tongue to see if I’ve lost any in the process. I can taste the salt in my blood—tastes like rust, like I’ve been sucking on old pennies and I spit before the urge to vomit takes over.
“You’re so sick,” Lexy reprimands with her hand still flat over her stomach.
“Excuse me,” Brielle charges at her, “she almost had her teeth rearranged, you stupid bitch!”
“Who asked you to join the squad anyway?” Lexy doesn’t hesitate baring her fangs in my direction.
“I did.” Brielle takes an aggressive step forward. A small gust of wind pumps up her hair like a lions mane, and for a second I’m afraid a catfight is about to break out. “You gotta problem with that?”
“Actually,” Michelle steps between the two of them, “we all have a problem with that.” She fixes those expressionless black eyes on me with venom. “You think you can move into Chloe’s house, take her spot on the team, steal her boyfriend, and call it a day?”
“If you really want to be like her,” Emily bites down a wicked grin, “why don’t you swan dive off Devil’s Peak?” Flames shoot out of Emily’s eyes as if she has the power to will it to happen. But the details are worn. You don’t swan dive then bury yourself in a shallow grave. If she were really Chloe’s friend, she would never have gone there in the first place.
Brielle pushes into Emily’s chest, hard with both hands.
“Shit!” Emily screams at top volume before doubling over. “I think you popped an implant.”
“That’s it,” Michelle snaps, “practice is canceled.”
Lexy crashes into my shoulder as she strides on by. “You better watch your back, bitch.”



CHAPTER 8
Lust and Things
BRIELLE TAKES TO me to the nearest ER, and I blatantly refuse to get out of the car. Instead, we end up someplace where the attendants have bodies strong enough to protect you from a nuclear missile and can heal you with their good looks alone—the bowling alley.
I’m beginning to appreciate the aggressive flicker of light as we make our way inside. I love how spacious the bowling alley is, how the heavenly scent of buttered popcorn might actually be breeding air born calories.
In less than a minute, Logan gently pats my cheek with a bag of crushed ice. Every now and again he pulls it back to inspect the damage.
I place my hand over his arm—caress it back and forth until I can hear him clearly.
You’ll
live. He gives a bleak smile. Stay away from those girls. They’re mostly trouble.
They
said
I stole Chloe’s boyfriend. Did I? My cheeks explode with color.
I’m shocked by my own audacity.
He gives a gentle laugh.
“What’s up with all the star gazing and silence?” Brielle looks genuinely perturbed. “If you die in your sleep because you have a concussion, it’s literally on your head, missy.”
“Points to you for sounding like my mother.” I trail down Logan’s arm and clasp onto his fingers.
Brielle glares at me a moment before excusing herself to the bathroom.
Was it something I said? I give a sarcastic smile.
“Look,” Gage blows it out in disgust, “if you guys are going to do this, find a booth in the back where people can’t see you,” The slight hint of jealousy lingers long after leaves.
Are you sure Gage can’t do this?
I mean, you are related, I ask.
No. He knows all about it. Wouldn’t take my hand if it meant getting out of a fire. He’s mastered other tricks though, far more useless, I assure you.
What do you mean, other tricks? Logan, tell me what this is. Is it some sort of genetic defect? Why can I do this? Why do we have this ability?
His face sours. He pulls his hand away and drops it under the table.
“I want to. Not here though.”
“Why not? Nobody will know. We can do it in secret.”
“Really?” Brielle laughs as she takes a seat, her hand stuffed with a giant wad of tissue. “Why not right here on the table? I don’t think anyone will notice at all.”
“Not that,” I balk. “Are you OK?” Her eyes are puffy and swollen like she’s just had a good cry. All this talk about Chloe must have really upset her. I hate the thought I was somehow responsible. It was me who brought her up.
“It’s just hard sometimes.” She looks up at Logan. “Chloe’s been on my mind, and it’s gone from bad to worse.”
“Chloe was your friend.” He squints like he doesn’t really mean it. “It’s OK to miss her.”
My chest sinks like a stone when he says her name.
“I know.” Brielle wipes the tears and looks over at me. “She did have the bad habit of hanging out with Em, Michelle, and Lexy. They weren’t always the triune anything. She was the one who tempered them, and now without her they’ve gone feral. It’s like their wickedness unleashed the second Chloe disappeared.”
“Disappeared?” Of course she disappeared. I just never thought of it that way. In my mind it had all happened backward with her already lying in state in her casket.
“She went missing for two weeks,” Brielle whispers it like a secret. “Nobody knows what happened. Coroner says her body was thrashed when they found her,” she lowers her lashes, “she had these strange cuts all over.” Brielle gazes out past the lanes, through the walls, and straight into Chloe’s grave.
“Cuts? Maybe they were scrapes from branches? Like she was trying to escape,” I offer.
Logan shakes his head as though trying to evict the visual from his mind.
“Deep incisions,” Brielle’s voice breaks when she says it. “Her mom said it looked barbaric like she was used as some kind of science experiment. They think maybe somebody tortured her,” her voice rasps to nothing.
“Dear God.” I mouth the words.
Logan pulls the bag of ice away and shifts its contents before gently replacing it to my lip.
I had no idea about Chloe. I’m starting to regret ever asking about her. For all I know the killer could have extricated her from our shared bedroom in the middle of the night. They could have a perverse desire to snatch girls from that exact location again and again. I don’t really know anyone here on Paragon that well. For all I know he could be lurking somewhere right here in the bowling alley—watching me, waiting.
For sure I need to give my brain something fresh to gnaw on so I change the subject.
“Listen, if I can convince my parents to have a party will you come?” It may not be the perfect segue, but it beats ruminating on a killer.
“Of course.” A devilish smile play on Logan’s lips. Although I doubt a party was the venue he had in mind to let me in on his big secret—our secret.
“I mean just you guys and,” I look over at Brielle, “Drake will be there. Kate and Nat can come. My mom has this thing about my stepbrother meeting people. I know she’ll be OK with it.” Never mind the fact I almost clawed her flesh off this morning. I’m sort of hoping she’s already long forgotten about that.
“Sounds good.” Logan picks up my hand. But I can’t tell you in a room full of people. We need to be alone—just you and me.
Tell me now. No one will know.
Alone.
Am I going to freak out when I hear it?
He doesn’t say anything. Not a single thought sails through his mind.
You don’t think I can handle it, do you? I ask.
It’s not that I don’t think you can’t handle it. Once you realize who you are, you won’t ever get a chance to go back.
Who am I?
Skyla.
Not funny. I don’t scare easy.
You’re lying. He gives a bleak smile.
You’re saying it’ll frighten me?
It will and it should.



CHAPTER 9
Speechless
“AND THINK ABOUT Drake,” I motion over to him sprawled across the sectional, “he could meet all kinds of people who go to West Paragon.” I nod convincingly into my mother.
Brielle and I have spent the last several minutes building our case for a simple movie night with friends tomorrow night. Just the sheer heft of how hard it is convincing her to have a few people over, you would think we were asking to sacrifice kittens at midnight.
“I’m all for it,” she gives a dismissive wave, “I’ll take Tad out for a surprise date and catch the ten o’clock show. Fair enough?”
“What about the girls?” I hadn’t even thought of Mia and Melissa until they walked past us five seconds ago.
“They’ll come with.” She relaxes into the idea.
“Really?” A small squeal of delight escapes, and I’m careful to check it. No need to let her in on the fact I’m beyond excited. Just the thought of having Logan over makes me want to bounce like a three-year old.
“We’ve still got boxes everywhere and don’t think it hasn’t gone unnoticed that you haven’t exactly been digging into them.”
“I swear,” I hold my hand in the air like a girl scout, “I will tackle those boxes come Sunday morning.”
“Nice try, but I’m dragging the whole lot of you to church.”
Brielle gives an audible laugh.
“It wouldn’t hurt if you joined us,” Mom offers.
“Thanks, but no thanks.” Brielle averts her eyes when my mother’s not looking. Once my mom has a chance to get to know Darla, I think she’ll realize they have polarizing parental opinions and I’m betting marital ones, too.
When my dad was alive, church was a part of the family. It was mostly something my dad encouraged and none of us protested too severely. But since my mother married the antichrist, none of us have even stepped near hallowed ground.
“OK, Sunday afternoon,” I submerge my glee like trying to hold an air bubble underwater, “and we won’t make a mess. You’ll see.”

“Bitch squad, three o’ clock.” Brielle pushes me into the clearance rack at the mall.
I hadn’t really thought about clothes before, but after ransacking my closet it was clear there was nothing Logan worthy to wear tomorrow night.
“Would you stop?” I say, trying to right myself. “I’m not afraid of them.” I watch as Michelle, Lexy and Emily turn their noses up at the meager offerings. “If they hate everything so damn much maybe they should jump off Devil’s Peak.” A part of me can’t believe I just said that out loud. I keep forgetting that comments like that bring up the pain of Chloe’s death. It’s embarrassing how many times I’ve emotionally slit Brielle’s wrist with my tongue and let her bleed with grief. “Sorry,” I whisper as the three of them head in our direction.
“No offense taken.” Brielle pretends to interest herself in an ugly striped sweater.
“So, Michelle,” Emily ups the volume of her ultra annoying voice, “you give Logan back his sweater yet?”
I look up. It’s like hearing his name inspires some kind of kneejerk reaction in me. And why would she have his sweater? Probably just bullshit.
“I haven’t seen him yet.” Michelle glowers briefly in my direction. “It was just last night he left it in my room.” They break out in a fit of laughter. The sound of their voices erodes the peace and quiet of the store, fills my ears with its chaffing rhythm. I can tell by their expressions, making me miserable offers them a unique brand of nirvana.
Emily makes her way over in a series of heavy plods. Her dark curls frame her face, harsh and unattractive. It reminds me of a picture I once saw of a mermaid who had her locks shorn by the sea witch. When I was little, my father would read me fairytales at bedtime and I would study the pictures, dream about them. I used to wish I could be like that girl, jump into the sea and swim with the fishes, live in that magical underwater world.
“I guess I owe you an apology.” Her watery blue eyes drill into mine.
I’m stupefied by the notion of an apology—struck without words. Emily Morgan, the evil mermaid, eating crow? Doubtful.
“I guess you didn’t steal everything from Chloe.” Emily steps away as Lexy replaces her in the line up.
“How does it feel to be sleeping in the same room that Logan did Chloe in? Has he done you there too? You know, it being familiar stomping grounds and all. He is known for being insatiable in that department, isn’t that right Michelle?”
“I don’t kiss and tell, Lex.” A slow spreading smile widens across Michelle’s face.
It’s like I see her for the first time, her dark honeyed skin, eyes black as midnight, her lips naturally pulled in a snarl whether the occasion warrants it or not. Her hair falls down in burnt amber waves well past her shoulders. She holds a wicked beauty. I could see guys lining up around the block to take a ride if she threw out the offer. But I’m not buying that Logan is one of them.
“Let’s go,” I whisper to Bree.
“Not so fast.” Michelle steps out in front of me. “Logan says you’re having a party tomorrow night. So I guess that means we’re invited, right?” She clogs up the air with her sarcastic drivel.
“Really? Logan told you that?” I bet she vomits lies in her sleep.
“Yup. He says it’s going to be really exciting, what with all the movies and popcorn.” Michelle digs into me with a look of satisfaction. “Oh wait, he didn’t mention popcorn—guess it won’t be exciting after all.”
“Oh, I know,” Emily interjects. “We can all go to the library first and check out books. Then we can snuggle up on the couch together and read them round robin style.”
They explode with laughter.
“Better yet,” Emily continues, “we can do personality makeovers!” She’s laughing so hard, tears streak down the side of her face, bleaching out her foundation in jagged white tracks.
Brielle grabs me by the elbow and rushes us out the door, setting the security alarm off in the process. She looks down at the ugly striped sweater in her hand before tossing it back into the store, nailing Michelle in the face with it.
“If any of that crap about Logan is true, his ass is toast,” Brielle hisses.
If any of that stuff about Logan is true I want off Paragon.
I’ll swim all the way back to L.A. if I have to.



CHAPTER 10
Gathering
“SO IT’S PROLLY the wrong time to ask, but how exactly does one garner a handful of enemies in the short time we’ve been here?” Drake asks with a mouthful of food.
I slap the next chip out of his hand.
“Stay away from the rations,” I snip. “It’s not for you.”
To say I’ve been a little pissy since my confrontation yesterday with the bitch squad is a gross miscarriage of the truth. I’ve been a lot pissy, and stabby and all around miserable.
I made Brielle promise she wouldn’t tell me whatever info she may have gleaned from her shift at the bowling alley. I want to hear it right out of Logan’s mouth—see his face when he tells me what exactly went on with Michelle. Hopefully nothing.
A thousand different scenarios have played out in my mind and the truth is not one of them made me feel better. And the thought of Logan having sex with some dead girl in my bedroom sent me packing for the downstairs couch last night. I know she wasn’t dead at the time, but dead or alive, it hurt like hell to hear it.
“Please,” Brielle snorts into Drake. She sounds just as annoyed with him as I do. Maybe the delusion has been shattered, and she sees him for the monkey boy he really is. “They’re everybody’s enemies.”
“So you’re saying I’m in good company.” I stir the lemonade in a large glass pitcher my mother uses for parties. Chips and dip? Lemonade? “This is so going to suck.”
“No it’s not.” Brielle pushes me aside and continues to stir for me. “We’re watching a movie. The guys are bringing pizza. And by nights end you may not hate Michelle so much.”
My eyes dart over to her accusingly. She’s implying that what Michelle said yesterday was true, at least in part. I hold up my hand. I don’t want to hear another word—for now.
“When they get here, I’ll take Logan upstairs and make him tell me everything. Just start the movie—don’t bother waiting for us. I’ve seen it a thousand times already.”
“Knew it,” Drake balks. “This ‘innocent get together’ is a rouse for you to get it on with some guy in your bedroom.” He looks rather proud of his misinformed epiphany.
At least Mom and Tad have already left with the girls in tow, which leaves me free to beat the shit out of Drake should the need arise and God knows it’s arising as we speak.
The doorbell goes off.
“Saved by the bell,” I say, speeding past him, “literally.”
Brielle whisks by and lets them in. Gage strides in with a giant white pizza box, digging his dimples in my direction as if there were romantic implications behind those deep wells. Natalie and Kate come in all smiles and hellos, each offering a hug.
“I can’t believe they did that to you,” Kate whispers. Actually, I’m not sure which offense she’s referencing. The list seems to grow by the minute.
Logan holds up the rear. He looks luminescent with a crisp white t-shirt, inky dark jeans—the scent of his cologne offering me a warm embrace before he ever reaches me. Track marks linger in his hair, still damp around the edges from the shower.
“Hi.” He gives a soft embrace rubbing the skin on the back of my neck with his fingers. I’m innocent I swear. He presses out a sweet smile that I could never convict him with.
“I believe you.” Something about Logan has the power to render me spellbound in his presence. Even if we didn’t share our gift I would be anyway.
We gather in the family room where I toss paper plates like Frisbees. Logan doesn’t eat, just stands off to the side with his arms folded across his chest as if he were waiting for his trial.
“So here’s the DVD,” I say, handing it over to Gage. “If you don’t like it blame Drake.” It’s some cheesy movie from like ten years ago. I point over to the cabinet beneath the TV. “There’s lots more crap where that came from.” That was Tad’s major contribution to the household—a boatload of B movies.
“You get the comedy channel?” Gage takes the remote and channel surfs while everyone finds a spot and gets comfy.
“Hey,” I spear a look of feigned surprise over at Logan, “would you like a tour of the house?”
“Why, yes. Yes I would,” he matches my playful tone.
“You’re going to miss the movie.” Kate pinches my shorts as I walk by.
“That’s the point.” Natalie pulls up a toss pillow and hugs it close to her chest. “They’re going to entertain themselves.”
Gage looks up. His eyes spear through me like a javelin. There’s something searing about that penetrating stare. It makes me want to know all of his secrets and Logan’s combined.
“We’re just going to talk.” I don’t know why I felt the need to quantify how I spend my time to Gage of all people, but a small part of me wanted to. It’s like he knows me. Like we’re connected in some strange way that I don’t fully understand. There’s so much I don’t know. I plan on shaking all of the answers out of Logan in the next few hours. By the time I go to bed tonight, in the same room he supposedly did Chloe—I’d better know everything.
“Hey Skyla?” Drake calls out as Logan and I are about to ascend the stairs. “There’s a stack of rubbers in my top drawer. Feel free to grab one. I hear it’s a safe way to talk to people.”
Freaking moron.



CHAPTER 11
Truth
I spent all morning cleaning and hiding the things that seem to multiply and run errant in my bedroom when I’m not looking. My bed is perhaps the neatest it’s been in its entire wicker-framed history. All of my stuffed animals, as embarrassing as it is to admit, are stowed safely beneath my bed.
I scan the floor for any bras or underwear that may have gone undetected. My clothes are native to the rug in the center of the room, which my mother has lovingly dubbed as the hamper.
The room itself is nothing special, and for sure nothing pretty with stacks of cardboard boxes lining the periphery. The walls are still a dingy white. One day this summer, I for sure want to paint it a really pretty green.
“I’ll help.”
“Help?” I let go of his hand and bounce over to the mattress, patting the spot right next to me.
“Paint your room.”
“Are you kidding?” I bury my head in the pillow.
I was so nervous about having him up here I completely forgot that holding his hand was like inviting him to listen in on my underwear laden monologue.
“And you hid things pretty well.” He reaches under the bed and yanks up a prize—the stuffed elephant I won at the county fair when I was eleven.
“Give me that,” I laugh, snatching the animal and hugging it hard across my chest. “Don’t touch him, he’s mine.”
“So,” he digs his fingers into the hair at the base of my neck, “you want to know why I was at Michelle’s.” It comes out expressionless.
“It’s none of my business where you go.” I drift my gaze over to the door—wonder if I locked it.
“I locked it.” He smiles.
“No reason to,” I say it cold.
“Michelle has something I want.”
“I hear most girls do.”
“Not that. And no, most girls don’t. You do.” He cocks his head to the side with a blatant flirtatious smile. “Michelle has something else. Something nobody else could give me.”
“What?”
“I can’t say.”
“Say,” I command.
“It’s something of Chloe’s.”
“Who’s going to care?”
“You’ll care—you may want it.” His brows raise a notch. “And I’m pretty sure I’ll want to give it to you, at least in part.”
“OK,” a lungful of air expresses through my lips, “anybody ever tell you, you talk in circles?” I reach over and interlace our fingers. I feel so comfortable sitting on my bed with him. It’s strange. “Are you sleeping with Michelle?”
“No.”
“Have you slept with Michelle?”
“Almost, but that was months after Chloe died and I was a head case.”
“Did you sleep with Chloe in my bedroom?” I shoot the words out with a quick assault.
Our eyes lock, imprisoning one another in a solemn gaze.
“Yes.”
I push back a good six inches toward the headboard. Any comfort I may have felt has dissipated quick as a vapor. A million viral things want to stream from my mouth all at once—every single one an excuse to kick him in the face.
He doesn’t say anything. Instead he leans back on the bed and covers his eyes with his arm. A soft breath of exasperation blows from his lips.
“It’s not like you knew me then.” I immediately regret my words. Who am I anyway? I’m just some girl he met. He’s probably known Chloe forever. She was probably the love of his life, and if I start a relationship with him now I’ll always be competing with a memory. “Just tell me about the touch, how we can hear.” All I want from Logan Oliver is for him to spill his deep dark secrets and get the hell out of my bedroom.
He sits up and scoots over, careful not to touch me.
“I think we should do this with words.” He touches his lips when he says it.
“Afraid to let me in much?”
He shakes his head.
“More like, afraid to hear you.” He sounds out each word with caution, treading lightly so he won’t get burned. “It happened twice with Chloe and me. It was stupid. Chloe and I…” he shakes his head, “she wasn’t the right person for me.” He picks up my hand. “By the time she disappeared we had already broken up, which put me at the top of the suspect list.”
Logan is the last person I’d suspect of something like that.
“Tell me what Michelle has,” I ask.
“Her diary.”
“Oh.”
“She left something in it for me.” He pulls his lips in a line. “Anyway, when I get it, you can read it if you like.” He takes up my hand.
I would like that, I say surprising myself with my honesty. What better way to know the girl who once lived in my room?
He blinks a smile.
“So what about me? This thing?” I don’t want to talk about Chloe anymore, like ever.
He rattles my hand in the air and I take it back.
“This thing. You said your dad did it?”
“Yes. My mom and sister can’t.”
“Your dad ever talk about his family? Do you know them?”
“Just my grandma. She lives in a nursing home back in L.A. My mother left her there to rot.” Harsh, but true.
“She ever talk about angels?”
“All the time, but she’s senile. The doctors said it was one of her fixations. It was nonstop angels everyday, all the time.”
“Well she might not be as senile as everybody thinks. The only other people that share our gift have Nephilim blood in them.”
“Nephilim?” I pull back to get a better look at him.
“Angels who chose their lust for women over their desire to remain on the frontlines for God. They came down and started families as if they were human.”
“Are you saying I’m part Nephilim?”
“I think so, but I’ll have to take a small vile of blood to be sure.”
“You’re kidding, right?” My hearts races at the prospect. “I can’t stand the sight of blood.”
“Well then, you’d make a lousy vampire.” His lips curve just shy of a smile.
“And where do you send this vial? Angels-R-Us?”
“My uncle runs the mortuary. He has access to testing.”
“Your uncle runs the mortuary? I thought your family ran the bowling alley.” Just the thought of a room full of dead bodies sends a chill up my spine.
“My father owned the bowling alley. My uncle had it under management until he could pass it to me. I’ve been running it into the ground ever since I was fourteen.” He shrugs. “I never claimed to be good at anything.”
“Fourteen?”
“I had help. Still do. But back to the topic at hand.” He pulls out a lighter, a scalpel, and a small glass vial from out of his pocket. “Are you ready to get the answers you’ve been looking for?”



CHAPTER 12
On Death and Dying
THE MORGUE IS quiet and cold. It sits at the northern tip of the island surrounded by churches as though they needed the strength of brick and mortar to shelter the dead. The cemetery lies just behind the mortuary proper with only a few sparse headstones followed by rows of glittering plaques.
I talked my mother into letting Logan drive me home from church.
“Skyla, this is my Uncle Barron, Gage’s dad.”
“Nice to meet you.” I shake his hand. He has a warm glow about him. He’s tall and shares the same stunning blue eyes as Gage.
“Come into the kitchen.” He holds open a double door, which leads into a stark white room with a long metal tray in the center. I blink twice at it before I realize the covered lump is probably a body awaiting some sort of death prep, and the thought makes me sway on my heels.
“Chin up.” His uncle pinches my cheek, hard. “Sorry, I’m short on smelling salts.”
“No, it’s OK.” This is not a freaking kitchen. It’s a place where no one should eat, ever.
“You have any other gifts?” He asks as he takes the vial from Logan.
It’s hard to imagine that dark crimson liquid bubbling up at the top is what keeps me going. That it holds the secrets to my so-called life. That I produce it deep inside my bones—that everybody does—is nothing short of a miracle.
“Gifts?” He asks again.
“Um, no. I don’t think so. Do you?” I direct the last part toward Logan.
“A few.”
His uncle cuts in before he has the chance to elaborate.
“What you have Skyla, is a unique gift. It’s the trademark of a special faction of Nephilim known as Celestra.”
“Celestra.” I try it out on my lips—it tickles as it rolls from my tongue.
“Most Nephilim around these parts are Levatio. Once in a while you roll the genetic dice and you get a win.”
“A win?”
“Celestra is the highest order of earthbound angels.” He nods. “They have the ability to rule and other amazing gifts that have left them the most loathed faction this side of the universe.”
“Loathed as in hated?” I give Logan a look of discontent. I’m not liking the idea of being hated—and by angels? That sounds illegal on a spiritual level and wrong on just about every other.
“Yes,” Barron continues, “they’re also nearly extinct. Then there’s the Countenance faction—we refer to them as the Counts for short. They cover the earth like vermin, demand money from everyone like the world owes it to them.”
“Sounds like a twisted form of government.” I try to make light of the situation.
“Oh, they have their claws in that, too,” he assures. “They’re everywhere.”
“So why are the Celestra nearly extinct?”
He exchanges a somber glance with Logan.
“Because, my love,” his uncle bears into me with his cobalt eyes, “the Counts have made it their mission to have them eradicated.”
It takes a long trip around the outskirts of my mind to grasp any one of my racing thoughts let alone verbalize a semi-coherent response. “Do I have a mark on my head? Did they kill my dad? Your parents?” I direct that last question toward Logan.
“Yes,” Barron answers, “mostly likely yes, and definitely yes.” He looks mildly amused, peering at me from over his frameless spectacles. “Once Logan’s parents produced a near pure Celestra, they couldn’t let them breed anymore.” He says it matter of fact as though it were a well-understood fact.
“And my dad?”
“He produced you. But there’s also the chance he was killed for his standing. You mentioned your sister doesn’t seem to have this?”
I shake my head. I’m pretty sure she doesn’t. I’ve tested her on many occasions holding her hand while thinking the most outlandish things just trying to get a rise out of her. If she can hear me, and she’s hiding the fact, she deserves an Oscar every year for the rest of her life.
“Perhaps the Counts don’t know about you yet,” Barron shrugs, “but they will. They have a strong sense of smell when it comes to these things. Don’t be remiss, they will kill if they feel you’re a threat.”
“Well, I’m not a threat.” I pump a short-lived smile.
“You might be.” He tousles my hair before walking away.

“We don’t always know who they are,” Logan says.
We sit on a bench overlooking the cemetery. It’s so calm and peaceful here. The sun stretches her beams over the rolling hills and sets her reflection on the grave markers, making them sparkle like a thousand shards of glass.
“Who else is Nephilim besides you and Gage?”
“I just know us,” he whispers. “There are a few people my uncle’s age. I only know this because they hold council meetings. Once in a while the meetings are on Paragon. When you reach the age of enlightenment, they graft you in—tell you all their secrets.” He wiggles his fingers when he says it. “It’s sort of the big reveal.”
“Why this certain age? They don’t trust us because we’re young?”
“Ageist bastards,” he laughs a little when he says it.
“So how old do you have to be to know everything?”
“Thirty.”
“Shut up.” I push into him with my shoulder. You may as well not know anything if you have to wait all the way until you’re thirty. Thirty is practically on the verge of senility.
“I’m serious. Thirty. Most Celestra die by then. Don’t worry, you and I will make it. I have a strong assurance of this.”
“And how, pray tell, do you know?” I like where’s he’s going. Even if his goal is to comfort me, it feels as though a giant casket has been lifted off my chest.
“Because Gage told me. He knows things. That’s his gift.”
“When did he say this?” I give his hand a gentle squeeze.
“The day before I met you,” it comes out in earnest.
A light breeze picks up, and the dreary afternoon is transformed into a perfect summer day. I couldn’t think of a better place to be than sitting in a cemetery with my favorite angel right by my side.
“Me neither.” He gives a sly smile.
Logan brushes his lips against mine, soft as a feather.



CHAPTER 13
Drama Mama
AS PROMISED, I dig through box after box of the crap we’ve managed to hoard all these years. Honestly, I thought we threw so much stuff away before we left L.A. I didn’t think we’d have anything left to unpack.
Piles of my elementary school art and Mia’s preschool endeavors gone awry clutter up the boxes. Not one note from my father, not a lock of his hair, or his favorite tie. I wonder why my mother bothered keeping my sister and me—obligation, or fear of prison.
“You have any whites?” Mom breezes past me on the way to the laundry room, her arms laden down with Tads dirty socks and underwear.
“You ever regret turning into Tad’s live-in maid?” I taunt as she passes.
“Don’t start a war you’re not willing to finish,” my mother bleats. A few crashes and bangs later she reemerges, the sound of running water soothes the room from behind.
“I don’t see any of Dad’s stuff.” There’s a note of defeat in my voice. I really don’t get why we need to erase someone just because they’re dead. Even Logan wants his dead girlfriend’s diary, which sucks in a big way, but that’s for another day.
“It’s in there somewhere.” She pushes a broken wicker basket to the side with her foot and comes over to where I’m seated.
“I think I want to put together a scrapbook. You know, of all the good times we used to have.”
“What good times?” Her eyes widen with curiosity, pale as stones.
I’m pretty sure she’s not trying to get me riled up, although it’s backfiring on her big time.
“Come on, Mom—you remember the good times.” I don’t let her hear my disappointment even though this blatant dumb blonde shit she’s trying to pull is really pissing me off.
“I don’t remember too many of those, just a lot of yelling—not enough money and too many bills to pay.” She picks up a deck of playing cards and pulls them out of the sleeve. “Anything in particular you want to share with me?”
Not really. But I don’t say that, I say, “All you remember about Daddy is yelling and not having money?” The sky outside the window darkens, the driving wind sends the branch of a eucalyptus scraping across the glass.
“It was hard for the two of us. We had you when we were both so young.”
“So you’re saying I’m the reason you and Dad had a rough go of it?” I struggle to keep it together.
“That’s not what I’m saying.” She digs her palms into her eyes full with regret. “What I’m trying to say is—oh heck, Skyla, I don’t know. It was hard, and it was even harder when he died. Thank God for Tad because without him…”
I hop to my feet and take the stairs two by two. I’d rather sit alone in my bedroom with Chloe’s ghost. Maybe she’ll detail to me how Logan touched her, how it felt to have him wanting her. I’ll take anything over my mother and her dissertation on how Tad saved the day.
He sure as hell didn’t save mine.

I walk around my bedroom in a slow methodical circle, tapping the walls and saying her name as if daring her to appear.
My mother doesn’t bother coming up to repair any damage that may have occurred during our impromptu verbal scrimmage. Seems our relationship is on the path to a steady deterioration, and neither of us really gives a shit.
“Where are you Chloe? Afraid Logan might like me just a little bit better?” I whisper the words into the wall as though it were a part of her. “I would have had him anyway.” I’m not really into pissing off Chloe, but she’s become a good surrogate for my mother at the moment.
A drowsy feeling overcomes me, and I stagger over to the bed—flop down and indulge in the blank world behind my eyelids.
It feels like I’m falling—it feels unnatural like I’m rotating through the air in a series of erratic circles. I’m falling through space and time and landing right smack into a dream.
Do
you know who I am? A girl in skintight jeans and a hot pink tank top beckons me over. Her long dark curls extend past her hips, and her eyes glint out like twin orange sunsets. She’s pretty in a scary, poltergeist from your nightmares, sort of way.
Chloe? I don’t hide my enthusiasm. Everyone around me knew her, and now I get to meet her, see her with my own eyes.
It’s me. She bleeds a necrotic smile. Do you know why I came? Her body stretches out another foot taller easy as pulling taffy.
So you can tell me how much you hate me? Honestly, it’s all I can deduce. I’m not sure if my sarcasm is coming in clear. My voice stagnates like I’m talking from inside a fishbowl.
I don’t hate you, she emits in a haunting river of vocal quivers. I called you here because I need you.
You can’t have Logan. I don’t mean for it to sound so cold or territorial.
I still have Logan where it counts. She says it serious.
I don’t think I want to help you with anything. Don’t come knocking around these eyelids anymore.
I will myself to wake up. It takes a bionic effort on my part to flutter my lids and open my eyes. I roll off the bed and land on the floor, my stomach writhing from nausea.
If she comes back I’ll smoke her out of existence.
I don’t know how, but I will.



CHAPTER 14
Game Changer
BRIELLE ONCE AGAIN manages to talk me into a mall crawl.
Outside the air is thick with humidity, heavy as a sopping wet towel. A thick sheath of clouds press in the heat and turn the island into one big sauna. It’s strangulating suffering in this airless environment devoid of any sunlight.
It’s an outdoor mall so we don’t have mercy of air conditioning unless we step into the stores, and already we’ve seen everything there is—twice.
We sit out under a giant umbrella eating our shared ice cream, a double scoop of chocolate from a cup. A herd of small children run in and out of a fountain, watching the water shoot up out of tiny spouts that line the area labeled, wet zone.
There’s something strange about this day that doesn’t settle well with me. My skin feels like it’s on fire, and it has nothing to do with the bizarre dark heat wave we’re embroiled in. It feels odd—as though someone’s watching me, following me. I scour the vicinity like a hawk, looking for people, animals, an errant shop worker who happens to be leering in my direction, but nothing.
“You’re thoroughly paranoid, you know that?”
I’ve made the mistake of sharing my thoughts with Brielle.
“I don’t know.” I stage my body out like a siren waiting to draw someone in. “It’s like an instinct. I just know someone’s watching. You ever get that feeling?”
“No—besides, you’re starting to creep me out. It’s the same kinds of stuff Chloe was saying before…” She shrugs and takes another bite of her ice cream.
“Really? Then maybe they’re back?”
“Don’t say that,” her voice sharpens. “Don’t ever say that, Skyla. There is nobody around us. Trust me I’ve looked. My dad is a detective, it’s in my blood to know these things.”
I don’t let Brielle see how shaken I am. It’s as if each passing moment brings them closer. Their intent is anything but good, that much I know. I can’t help but wonder if it’s the Counts. Bitch squad maybe? Most likely the latter, or worse, Tad and my mother.
“Oh thank God.” Brielle stands up and lunges into someone behind me.
It’s Gage.
“Hey!” I’m thrilled to see him, partly because Logan is never far behind and partly because I suddenly feel well protected. No offense to Brielle, but I’m pretty sure she’s worthless in that department.
“You’re late for your shift.” He pats her on the arm.
“Oh shit! I’m so sorry! We have to go.” She darts around and gathers her things.
“Hang out for a minute,” Gage says to me. “I can give you a ride.”
“Sure.” I watch as Brielle freaks out on her way toward the parking lot.
“Drive careful,” I shout. “Is Logan here?” I revert my attention back to the ebony haired god seated before me. He’s already helping himself to the ice cream. He looks up and gives a wry smile.
“I’m not good enough?”
Something about the way he says it melts the pit of my stomach.
“Of course you’re good enough. It’s just you’re not Logan.” I’m not sure that made things better.
Gage leans back, takes me in without an apology. He lets his eyes roam free over my person, up and down like a body-scan until I clear my throat.
“You always rude like that?” I ask.
“I’m not trying to be rude. Sorry.” His dark hair nestles in curls toward the base of his neck. Gage Oliver has got to be the hottest guy on the planet, next to Logan, of course. It’s like they suffer from some genetic deformity that took over and accidently created two perfect beings. “Heard my dad’s looking into things for you.”
“Yeah, I’m pretty excited. I’ve never thought about myself as an angel before. More like the opposite.” Not really, but I don’t have anything else to say. I take a huge bite off my spoon and fill my mouth with chocolate to prevent me from saying anything that might sound stupid.
“Well you’re definitely an angel.” He arches his brows at me. “I know.”
“And you know this because?”
“It’s my gift.”
“Oh, Logan mentioned it,” I whisper. “He said you told him we weren’t going to die until a ripe old age.”
“Yeah, well, don’t go doing anything stupid like standing in front of a train. Just because you’re going to live doesn’t mean you can’t do it as a vegetable.” His features darken.
“Right.” Mental note: Gage equals buzz kill.
“I know something else about you.” He looks me over with a studious intent.
A bird whistles to his right, a large black beast, far too monstrous to be a crow.
“Oh, my God!” I press my hand into my chest in horror at the sight. It sits perched on the trashcan directly next to Gage. It’s gargantuan and demonic and looks as if it accidentally flew in from some prehistoric time period. Its feathers are the exact same hue of Gage’s hair, and its eyes are glued to him with great interest. “Make it go away.” I cover my face with my hands as a horrible tremor of fear darts through me.
I look up in time to see Gage flick his finger lightly into the air with no real malfeasance behind it.
The giant bird races into the sky quick as a demon, streaks across the hemisphere like a black billow of smoke until it evaporates into the grey nothingness of the sky.
“You made it do that didn’t you?” It was something more than your typical scatting of a bird. Something in the way Gage nonchalantly directed his finger in the air, told me so much more.
“I did.” He slumps into his seat as if bored with the effort he’s having to put in with me.
“So what is it that you know?” I try to sound disinterested but really I want to reach over and rattle out all his secrets.
“I know you’re going to marry me someday.” He doesn’t bother with a smile or a laugh, or anything to indicate he might be teasing.
“Well, I’m not.”
He pulls his cheek to the side almost apologetically. “You will.”



CHAPTER 15
Virtue
THE NEXT AFTERNOON, Logan calls and says he wants to take me somewhere. Of course, I said pick me up in fifteen minutes without even asking where. I’d go to the landfill if he wanted to.
I stayed up far too late last night, still afraid to sleep in my room. No scary dreams, thank God, but my head throbs from a lack of a solid eight.
Logan’s monster truck gets here a whole five minutes before he does by way of noise pollution. I wait at the bottom of the driveway, and wave to him as soon as he drifts out of the fog.
“Hey you,” I say, climbing into the cab.
“I would have come around to help you.”
“No worries.” I clasp his fingers from across the seat. I go to put my foot on the last wrung of the mini ladder and slip straight to the bottom. Without realizing what’s happening I’m floating through the air, rising effortlessly into the truck by way of his hand wrapped around my wrist. “How’d you do that?” I marvel, shutting the door and reaching for my seatbelt.
“It’s a gift.”
“You’re like really strong.” My heart beats erratic, swallowing up the extra oxygen my brain would have normally needed for me to say something a little more articulate. “Can I do that?”
“I don’t know, can you?”
“I don’t think so.”
He pulls out onto the main road and we start in on our adventure. Trees whiz by in a viridian blur. The fog rakes by in distended billows, faster and faster until it looks like we’re going back in time, or forward, it could go either way and on Paragon, and this wouldn’t surprise me.
“Your gifts can grow,” he says. “It’s rare, but they can manifest with time. Don’t let anyone tell you that you can’t do something. It’s poison every single time.”

Logan takes me to one of the most beautiful natural wonders ever created by the hand of God, a set of waterfalls.
The Falls of Virtue are located in the dead center of the island. There’s a mountainous incline we climb, seemingly forever, until we crest up above the fog. The air is unusually clear—far more pristine than anything I was ever used to back in L.A.
“Wow.” Their sheer beauty steals my breath away. A rainbow shivers across the three sacred falls, and glows in the warm veil of sunlight as if to greet us. “It’s…” There are no words.
The mountain in the center disappears to greater heights, enwreathed in a layer of clouds at the base. The fog lies just beneath our feet, creating a mystical aura that floats above the water.
“You have unicorns here too?”
“Not at this location. They prefer the higher elevations where it snows,” he teases.
“So that’s where the water comes from?”
“Year round.”
I step out to the rim of the lake. The falls are loud, but not deafening like other waterfalls I’ve been to. It’s a soft enchanting rush, a never-ending flow of constant beauty that fills the waiting pool beneath. The water holds the same cobalt hue as Gage’s eyes, and for a minute he sears through my mind as if he’s admonishing me. Truth is—I’m still trying to digest those last few words he spoke.
“This is where I want to get married someday.” Not to Gage. Maybe it’s not the thing to say to the guy who’s not quite officially your boyfriend, but it feels right. This place practically warrants profound statements about ones future. Before Logan gets too bogged down with regret over bringing me here, I offer, “Gage said I was going to marry him.” I roll my eyes at the absurdity.
Logan’s smile drops from his face like a stone. His eyes widen and he looks right through me, dazed.
“So it must be true,” he says.
“I’m not marrying Gage,” I say, flatly. “I thought it was funny. Brielle thinks maybe he has a crush on me.”
“He does.” He’s still gazing out into nowhere, right through my skull.
“Anyway, I’m not into him,” I pause trying to wake him from his stupor with a wave of my hand, “I’m into you.”
He snaps out of his trance and his lips pick up a slight curve.
“I’m into you.” He comes in soft with a string of silent kisses, then heads into something deeper we can both bite into.
I love kissing Logan. Kissing Logan at the Falls of Virtue is like stepping into a fairytale. Suddenly I’m transported to a land with dragons and villains. Of course, I’m the princess, which in turn makes Logan the perfect prince.
He pulls back, bouncing one soft kiss off the tip of my nose.
“You up for a swim, princess?”
“I don’t have my bathing suit.” I give a wry smile. I hate when I forget he can hear me, and I have a feeling I know what’s coming.
“Swim in your underwear, or without. Your choice.”
“I don’t have a towel.” It races out of me. Besides, I’m not sure if I’m up for the big fleshy reveal.
“I have a few in the truck for emergencies.”
“Does this qualify as an emergency?”
“It’s the only one I know of.” His face fills with devilish intent. “I’ll stay in my boxers.” He holds up his hand like a boy scout.
The thought of Logan stripping down to his skivvies makes me weak—makes me writhe inside intense with pleasure. This can’t be good. Nothing good is going to come of this, I can feel it.
“Sure.” I walk around the truck and take off my sweater. I happen to have on my bright pink bra with the rhinestone jewel inset in the middle, which practically demands to be seen.
I go to peel off my jeans, and for the life of me I can’t remember what underwear I’m wearing.
Oh please, God, don’t let them be white mamas. I have my fair share of granny panties no thanks to my mom’s desire to keep me amply supplied, and once in a while I’ll put them on. If that’s today I’m going to have to seriously reconsider this whole idea. I tug past my hips only to reveal with great delight a pair of yellow lace boy shorts, which is great because they cover a multitude of shaving issues.
A light tap ripples across the hood of the truck.
I traipse back around and find Logan standing there in all his celestial glory, plus boxers.
Heat rushes to my face as I feel him take me in. Per square inch I’m wearing the exact amount of clothing I’ve worn a million times before to the beach—technically more if you count the G-string my mother has no clue about.
He takes my hand and pulls me into a careful kiss. I can feel the warmth of his body—his bare skin against mine. It feels sinful and perfectly right at the very same time.
“You think the water’s cold?” I say pushing him back gently before things go too far.
“I hope so.”
We hold hands and dive in together off a small ledge near the center of the lake. The icy bite of the water feels like it has the ability to skin me alive. We might as well be swimming in arctic springs it’s so freaking cold. My skin goes numb from the shock of it—feels thick as a rubber wetsuit.
Logan and I dive under each of the three falls, stealing secret kisses that seem to last an eternity beneath each one.
There’s no way I would ever become Gage’s anything. Logan has me totally and completely. This is something that surpasses the length of years, the ladder of time. We’re building something eternal. I can feel it.
Something dark glints to my right, a shadow of something moving in the evergreen, then I see it.
The raven.
All afternoon I wonder what it means.



CHAPTER 16
Mixed
IT RAINS THE entire next day. Brielle finishes up her shift at six and invites Drake and me down to the bowling alley to play a few rounds.
After paying for shoes and two games, I’m drained of nearly every penny of my Christmas money from last year.
“I’ll give you a refund if you want.” Logan has already offered to give back my money, twice.
“I’m not here to rob you.” Although, I’m not above taking advantage of him in other ways. A naughty smile glides across my face.
“No, but it’s my job to rob you, and I don’t feel too good about it.” He presses an assortment of buttons, and the register springs open.
“How about you take me to dinner and a movie? We’ll call it even.”
“Deal.” He slams the register shut, and I get out of line, so he can help the people behind me.
It’s busy tonight, like everyone on the island decided it was a good night to bowl.
I see Brielle waving us over in the far corner of the room. Drake strides ahead, as if she’s waving at him exclusively, and judging by the come hither look in her eyes, the cleavage down to her navel, she just might be.
“Hey, you playing?” Gage flicks at the shoes in my hands.
His hair is slicked back, exposing the sheer perfection of his features. I’m shocked there aren’t a hundred girls mobbing him at any given time. Logan’s looking pretty hot too, but I would never want to imagine a single girl mobbing him, let alone a hundred.
“You always this bright?” I can’t help responding to the natural inclination I have to be a little mean to Gage. I’m afraid if I give him the wrong signals he’ll think the wedding is on, and he might send his pet bird after me again.
“I’m off in ten. If you want to make it even, I can hang out.”
“Whatever.” I look back at Logan. The line just exploded out the door. Wish he were off in ten.
Drake sets up the computer. Instead of Drake, he actually writes Count Drakeula and I want to crawl in a hole. For Brielle he writes sexy thang—again displaying his incredible lack of judgment. Thankfully for me, he just puts Skyla. Gage hops over before he’s done filling in the queue, so his name goes beneath mine.
“You think it’ll look like that on our wedding invitations?” I tease, leaning over to put on my shoes.
He folds his arms and slides deep in his seat. He doesn’t find any humor in the situation, just chews the inside of his cheek out of frustration.
I miss both Brielle and Drake’s turns because I’m too busy staring down Gage— trying to decode his mysterious aura.
“You’re up.” He kicks playfully at my foot.
I’m sharing a hot pink eight-pound ball with Brielle. Before I head down the lane to shoot I note she scored a strike, so it’s got to be good luck. I take a running start then go to release, only it doesn’t release, it sticks to my fingers popping off in midair and lands hard as an anvil on the gleaming wood floors. Sounds like a cannon just went off.
My shoulders pinch up around my neck, and I’m praying no one saw, only I know Gage did for sure because I can feel him burning a hole through my shirt right this very second.
I turn to find not only Gage, but an equally stunned Brielle and Drake gawking at me as though I had just committed the most heinous sporting crime ever. And to my delight and horror the bitch squad happens to be picking out balls with none other than Logan just past our table—they’re all probably wondering who gave the blonde jackass a bowling ball to play with.
The return cycle spits out the hot pink nightmare, and I pick it up again. Logan appears next to me holding a blue marbled ball that looks as though he’s shrunk down the earth and sky for me.
“Try this one, it might be a better fit.” He takes the monster ball with a serious mind of its own away from me. I’m surprised he doesn’t come after me for damages.
“Thanks.”
“Here, I’ll show you how to shoot.” He walks me down the beginning of the lane and bends my arm back. I can feel his leg press in hard against mine. His arm slips just behind my elbow, his warm neck cradles in the crook of my shoulder.
I never knew bowling could be such an erotic sport.
“Neither did I,” he whispers hot in my ear.
I laugh as we chuck the ball awkwardly down the lane. Only this time it’s not an automatic gutter ball. This time, it rolls all the way down and knocks back half the pins.
Logan and I exchange high-fives.
I hop back to my seat filled with glee, even though Logan went back to answer some ludicrous question Michelle screeched over at him. I watch as he sits down at their table and starts filling in their computer board.
Gage bullets his ball down the lane with a vengeance and gets a strike right off the bat. I’d accuse him of dumb luck, but he’s probably bowled in the dark and achieved the same feat.
I glance over my shoulder and catch Logan’s name popping up on the neighboring screen.
“I thought he was working tonight,” I muse to Gage as he takes a seat.
“He’s the boss. Always doing what he likes.” He stretches his arm across the back of the curved bench, his fingers touching the top of my shoulder.
Brielle screams and shouts with great exuberance from her second strike in a row, which I missed again—some friend I am.
“Congratulations,” I say without the required enthusiasm.
“Is that what’s bugging you?” She clicks her tongue over at the next table. “Logan has a way of getting around.” She pulls a face. “Sorry. He’s just friendly that way.”
“Is this true?” I ask Gage below a whisper.
“I try not to affiliate myself with rumors,” there’s a palpable sarcasm in his tone. “Judge for yourself.”
I try to look back without being so obvious. Logan has his hand on Michelle’s arm as she leans in and whispers something to him. I know what he’s doing. He’s reading her mind. I’m sure it’s loaded with equal portions of lust and lunacy.
Logan looks back and sees me watching. He gives a brief wink, a barely there expression of acknowledgement, before turning his full attention to whatever it is she’s filling his head with.
They openly share a laugh.
If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear they were a couple.



CHAPTER 17
Snake
THE SKY HAS split open. It yawns long stretches of rain—torrential downpours— until the roadways look like muddy rivers polluted with battery acid, mud the color of rust rising up on its sides.
Brielle called and asked if Drake and I wanted to come over, hang out and watch a movie, so we go.
The house looks different. More structured, less carefree than the last time I was here. It’s been dusted and swept and the dishes are not migrating all over the counter, most likely courtesy of Brielle herself.
She’s wearing a brand new black sweater with peek-a-boo lace trim. It’s embarrassingly apparent she’s not wearing a bra. Deductive logic reasons this by the way she’s bouncing around. Her face is done up kabuki style with too much makeup and not enough reality left for the discriminating eye. Something tells me I’ll be watching this movie on her larger than life plasma all by my lonesome.
“So Drake,” she over annunciates his name, “would you like a tour of the house?”
“Really?” I ignore the opening credits and turn down the volume. “Is that where this is headed? Because I could leave, and you two can tour the world for all I care.”
“No, no! Don’t do that, please.” Brielle purses her lower lip in a dramatic fashion.
“Fine I’ll stay.”
As soon as they head upstairs, I pluck out my phone and start texting Logan.
Where are you? I’m doing time at B’s. She’s getting busy with monkey boy. ~S
A fair amount of the movie goes by before my cell vibrates over the coffee table.
Work. Want to come? I can use the help. Must be a great day to bowl. What is B doing with a monkey?
I hear the distinct knock of a headboard whack against the wall a few times then nothing. I’m afraid to move, or breathe, and I want nothing more than to run home in the pouring rain and pull the covers up over my head. I’m not sure that I’m fit to live in a world where monkey boy gets action with a beautiful girl like Bree, especially not if said action is taking place right above my head. It feels like an unholy violation listening to it in real time.
Trust me, I’d much rather help u. It is the perfect day for bowling. And to answer your question, rutting. ~S
It takes less than a minute for him to respond.
Rutting?! You have a way with words. You should write poetry.
I laugh at the thought. If I wrote poetry it wouldn’t be about my rodent-like stepbrother and newfound best friend. I would pen rivers of sappy words, all strung together in an effort to capture the intense feelings I have for Logan. I might just do that anyway.
I’ll save my poems for you. I promise they will not include the word rutting. Ever. ~S
I try and formulate a poem for him in my mind, but each time the word love pops up uninvited. Is this what it feels like to be in love? What I feel for Logan?
He buzzes right back.
Rutting is my new favorite word. BTW, Gage wants me to give you a message. He very much looks forward to rutting with you.
Ha. Ha.
Tell Gage anytime. I’m waiting and coincidentally very lonely at this very moment. ~S
Less than ten seconds.
Never mind. I suddenly have a great disdain for the word rutting. You must never rut with Gage. Promise me this.
My heart warms at his sudden burst of jealousy.
Will you rut with others? Turnabout is fair play. ~S
No.
Promise. ~S
I place down the phone and settle in to watch the rest of the movie. It was a strange yet comforting conversation with Logan. I think I’m one inch away from being his girlfriend. I wonder how it gets to be official. Write on your Facebook wall? Change your status to read in a relationship? Or maybe it just becomes so painfully obvious that after a while everybody and their mother knows. I’ve never had a boyfriend before, but I’d sure love the answer to these questions.



CHAPTER 18
Take Down
IT’S NOT FIFTEEN minutes into cheer practice that I manage to tweak my ankle entirely on my own. I’d love to blame just about anybody for today’s literal misstep, but the bulk of the blame is on me—OK—all of it.
“How’d you do this?” Logan’s football coach hovers over me. He presses his finger down over the growing bulge until I squeal in pain.
“Nice method of evaluation,” I slap his hand away, “if this were the middle-ages.”
His eyes bug out with surprise. I don’t really care what he thinks, I’m not one of his jocks who needs to take whatever he dishes, especially if what he’s dishing involves pain.
“Ice it. Stay off it for a day or two. Nothing’s broken.” He rises to his feet then claps his hands extra loud in an effort to break up the crowd.
Logan reaches down and picks me up effortlessly with one arm under both knees, the other supporting my back. “Where to?”
“I need ice.” I try not to let on that I’m on the verge of tears. It’s not so much the pain than the embarrassment and extra attention. I was never a big fan of either.
“I know just the place.”
Brielle walks beside us over to his truck.
“There’s no way you’ll get her in there,” she says, full with concern over the aerial feat Logan is ready to attempt.
He has Gage hold open the door and block Brielle’s view as he lifts me safe into the seat as though I were as heavy as a hollowed out egg.
Gage hops in the back and we take off.
“First sunny day in a week and I blow it.”
“Blaming yourself for an injury is a defeatist attitude,” Logan says, looking at the road. “It’s time to relax and let your body heal.”
“Wise and true.” I wave to Gage out the back window.
We turn left instead of right at the light, away from the bowling alley or my house, so I’m clueless as to where he might be taking me.
“Falls of Virtue?” Actually that’s to the left as well. It’s just my round about way of grilling him for details.
“Nope. I know somewhere with much stronger healing properties. The foods pretty good too.”
“If there’s an ER involved, count me out. I hate hospitals almost as much as I hate blood.” A quick spike of panic shoots through me at the possibility.
“No ER, I promise.”
“Is there rutting involved?”
“Only if you want there to be.”
I wince as I shift my weight.
“There’s a yellow lab named Charlie,” he starts, “some hot chocolate, a grilled cheese sandwich, and an ice pack involved—maybe some reality TV.”
“Sounds like Heaven.”
“Almost is.”
A black sports car with deep tinted windows swings over into our lane and just keeps coming. It races toward us without wavering.
“Do something,” I scream in a panic.
The left lane is clogged with traffic and there’s a steep embankment to our right.
I can’t look. I go to cover my eyes, but as I do I notice the cars alongside us are no longer racing in the other direction, the people in them frozen in horror as they observe what’s about to happen.
The truck however is still moving, flying in slow motion over the oncoming traffic as we pass it—obnoxiously slow. Logan takes out his phone and snaps a picture of the men in the vehicle.
Then the world speeds up again, and we’re traveling at a normal velocity on the open stretch of road ahead as if nothing happened at all.
I look over at the truck bed and catch Gage hopping back inside, settling in.
It was him—Gage. He carried us over. Super human strength must be their shared gift.
I wonder what else they can do.

Logan and Gage run theories past each other of who those men could have been.
“There’s a meeting at Nicholas Haver’s in two days,” Gage informs him.
“We’re there.” They share a fist bump in the kitchen of their palatial home. Their parents aren’t home and I’m sort of disappointed. I’ve met the uncle, but I’m dying to meet Logan’s aunt, my supposed future mother-in-law. I guess she’d be my mother-in-law either way. I don’t know why, but I’m fascinated with other people’s mothers.
“I want to go,” I interject.
“Go where?” Logan’s busy pulling out the ingredients for our lunch.
“The meeting. It’s a Celestra thing, right?”
“Faction council. You’re a Celestra,” Gage corrects.
“There’s no way you can go.” Logan plucks a pan from underneath the cabinet. “You could endanger yourself. The less people know you have Celestra blood, the better.”
“Once you’re on their radar…” Gage and Logan share a look of discontent.
“Once I’m on their radar, they’ll want me dead.”
“Not necessarily right away. They might give you a fighting chance.” Gage folds his arms across his chest.
“Like you?” I direct it over at Logan.
“Apparently, I have more than a fighting chance. I’m going to live to a ripe old age, remember?” He darts a look over to Gage.
“We both are,” I confirm.
“Remember what I said about vegetables.” Gage slaps his hand against the doorframe on the way out of the kitchen.
I’m going to that meeting, neither Logan or Gage can stop me.
I watch as Logan fires up the stove, sprays the pan with oil.
It will all work out in the end because I’m going to live to be a ripe old age.
A bitter acid rises to the back of my throat.
Live to be a ripe old age.
Gage says so.
If I follow that logic . . .then I must also believe I’m going to marry him, which I don’t.
Do I?



CHAPTER 19
Scheme
“WAKE UP!” MY mother tears open the curtains. “Rise and shine and give God your glory, glory!” Her voice grates in my ears. I think I would have appreciated bamboo shoots beneath my fingernails just a little bit more. Her singing solidifies my perpetual bad mood for the day.
A dapple of pale sunlight streaks across my lids as I roll over, trying to ignore both it and the happy gale force hurricane disguised as my mother.
“Come on, Skyla.” She rattles me by the shoulder. “Tad and I have a surprise for you—for the whole family. Come on.”
My mother evacuates the premises taking her fanatical jubilation with her, and the room reverts back to the peace and calm I’ve come to appreciate. I try to absorb the tranquility, the lull in the air, in an effort to balance out the agitation she just drilled into my bones.
I get up on my elbow and peer out the window. Fog softens the harshness of reality, steals the definition from the world—blankets itself around everything as if it were some supernatural form of protection. I’ve come to love Paragon—its moody days, cool star-filled nights, the falls, even the cemetery is a thing of beauty. Most of all, I love the people. It’s amazing how connected I feel in just a short period of time. It’s like I’ve always belonged here, like everything else was just a waypoint until I arrived at my final destination.
A hard knock detonates on the other side of the door.
“Now, Skyla,” Tad barks.
I swing my legs over the edge of the bed and push into my flip-flops before heading downstairs.

My mother has her hair done, her good jeans on, make-up in place, and it’s not quite seven-thirty.
A small sprig of hope rises in me at the thought of this being their big divorce announcement. Now that would be a surprise. That’s one family meeting I’m very much anticipating.
I plop down on the couch next to Mia and Melissa, while Drake busies himself by pouring a box of cereal down his throat.
“Your father and I—” my mother starts.
Tad cuts her off with a brief wave. She nods submissively and holds out her hands as if to say take it away.
I hate how he does that to her. It’s not the first time he’s interrupted when she’s about to say something. It’s like he thinks whatever’s about to come out of his mouth is far more important.
“It’s sort of my baby,” he says before continuing. “Althorpe has set up a meeting for me in Seattle tomorrow, and I thought what better way to get to know the surrounding area than taking a train ride through the local mountains? So, your mother and I,” he drapes his arms over her shoulder, “we’ve decided that it’s going to be our first official family get away.”
“A train?” Mia squeals into Melissa’s face as if Santa himself were going to be on it.
“Cool.” Drake pours the remainder of milk into his bowl without missing a beat.
“Have fun.” The thought of having the house to myself for the weekend sounds more than delicious.
“We will have fun—with you.” My mother chides. “This is non-negotiable.”
“If she’s not going I’m not going,” Drake says with a full mouth.
“Oh no, he’s definitely going. I’m not staying in the house alone with him.” I’m sure he’ll have Brielle over the second they hit the bottom of the driveway. I’m not interested in bearing witness to another fuck-fest.
“You’re both going,” Tad bellows. “Everybody get ready. We want to try and make the afternoon ferry.” He gathers his briefcase off the kitchen counter and heads upstairs.
“I’m not going,” I say, looking dead on at my mother. If she really wants a challenge I’ll give her one.
“Why, Skyla? Why?” She doesn’t bother hiding her exasperation.
Mia and Melissa amble upstairs in a frenzy of excitement.
“Because…” I pause considering my options. “I’m on my period.” I give a sly smile over to Drake while my mother goes over and busies herself in the kitchen. “Monster, debilitating cramps,” I groan, clutching at my abdomen.
“Gross.” Drake does a magnificent disappearing act.
“Do you really have monster cramps?” She stops short of scrubbing the granite counter raw.
“Yes.” I absolutely hate lying with a passion, but if it means getting me off of a seventy-two hour detail with the step monkey—where I would be confined in a glorified casket as we gawk at landscape, I’ll do it.
“I’d be napping the whole time and…” Tad walks by in the middle of my spiel. “If I’m sleeping in a drug induced coma I can’t appreciate the scenery, and you’ll be wasting all that money on the ferry, not to mention food and lodging.”
Tad’s ears pull back so far he looks like a rat.
“You can stay.” He continues to the kitchen.
“What do you mean, she can stay?” Mom objects.
“She’s right. She can sleep here for free. It saves us at least a hundred dollars, and face it, we need that hundred dollars.” His posture straightens as he says it.
Chalk one up for me. I’ll keep his tight-wad ways in mind more often.
Tad walks back down the hall leaving my mother to penetrate me freely with her hostile lasers.
“You win,” she says without emotion. “But don’t think you’re any less a member of this family.” She strides past me in a fury, her jeans scissoring up against each other with a loud swish.
I won.
I’ll be at that faction meeting tomorrow night, and nobody can stop me.



CHAPTER 20
Dream
IT TAKES A small eternity for Tad and Mom to organize the troops, or what’s left of them. By the time the girls and Drake shower they’ve already missed the first ferry, so I have to remain doubled over on the couch a lot longer than anticipated. My mother makes sure I take a pain pill under her watchful supervision because God forbid I should be left alone with a bottle of glorified Aspirin, and yet they don’t lock up the liquor. It doesn’t matter. I don’t drink—hate the flavor—hate the feeling.
By the time I bolt the door behind them I’m feeling genuinely sleepy so I head on up to my room and crash.
Chloe comes to me in a dream. It’s that oh crap moment when you realize the dream you’re having, the one that started out perfectly normal, has morphed into a nightmare and now all you want is to do is claw out of it like a cat at the bottom of a hopelessly deep well.
Skyla. She calls to me down a very long hall. It’s dark, save for the light emanating from an open door. I can see the frame of a woman, dark hair flowing like tendrils. I know it’s her. I can feel it, feel her.
What
do
you
want? I cry out. This is no vague panic gripping me. There is a very real danger here. My heart jumps in my throat, vibrating tenaciously like a fish out of water. This must be what it feels like to die.
You have enemies, Skyla. I didn’t think I had them, but I was warned and didn’t listen. If you’re not careful there’s a shallow grave that waits for you.
That’s not what Gage said. It’s funny how now, in my dream, I’ve accepted him as the final authority over my future.
I said the grave waited for you. I never said you’d be in it. They want to watch you bleed. She holds out her arm exposing long precision cut gashes. They ran all kinds of experiments on me. They kept my body down there for twelve days. They could keep you a lifetime. They’re not interested in your pain, Skyla. You need to stay away from the Faction Council. And most of all steer clear of Logan. Your life depends on it. Or else everything you know will change. And you’ll spend the rest of your life running.
Don’t come to me again. I tremble holding onto the wall. It quivers with me. I can feel the vibration trailing up my shoulder.
If that’s what you wish. Chloe evaporates into nothing more than a smoky film.
I bolt up out of bed in a sweat, my shirt clinging to me cold as ice.
Why would she want me to steer clear of Logan? She can’t still want him for herself—she’s dead. Someone needs to refresh the rules of a successful relationship with her. Then again, if I loved Logan and lost him, I wouldn’t be above haunting his new girlfriend. What’s a little nightmare, now and then?

Since I’m alone for the very first time ever—I do what any other red-blooded American girl would do, invite my boyfriend over.
I clean for the next several hours. I had no idea what a freaking mess Mia and Melissa were capable of. They’ve got clothes behind the sofa, under the cushions, a trail of trash that snakes around the entire house, and the downstairs bathroom looks like a cosmetics factory exploded. And by the way, why aren’t Mom and Tad all over their asses for the carnage they’ve create?
A gentle knock emanates from the door. I smooth down the lace top I borrowed from Brielle last week. I try to push the fact it’s the same top she wore on her sexcapade with Drake out of my mind, but unlike her I’m wearing a bra and not planning on stripping off the first chance I get, or the second.
“Hi!” I motion for him to come inside.
Logan is resplendent. He looks polished as a male model. He’s wearing a soft cologne that smells woodsy and sweet like the leaves from a juniper. I can’t resist wrapping my arms around him and landing a soft kiss over his lips. Something warms my chest, so I pull back a bit. He’s holding a white paper bag that smells like Italian food.
“Dinner.” He holds it up triumphantly.
I turn on the TV and we sit side by side in the family room eating our eggplant sandwiches.
“So I had this freaky dream.” A huff of laughter escapes my chest to let him know I totally don’t believe in stuff like that.
“Tell me all about it.” He sets down his plate and knocks back the rest of his soda.
“It was about Chloe.” I put it out there.
He straightens his back against the cushion.
“It was stupid,” I offer.
“She say something to you?”
I wonder if he wants to hear some weepy romantic proclamation—to know that she’s still pining for him on the other side.
“I don’t really want to talk about it.”
“If she has a message, I’d like to know what it is.” He caresses my hand, clasps our fingers tight.
“I know what you’re doing.”
Then tell me.
“She doesn’t think I should go to the council meeting tomorrow night.”
And you won’t. Logan looks certain, but more than that, like he won’t allow it.
“I have a right to be there. Besides she ended it with all this psychobabble about me steering clear of you. Are you happy? She’s trying to meddle in our relationship from the great beyond.”
“Relationship?” The curve of a smile erases the worry from his forehead.
Oh God, I used the R word—and to a guy. Next thing you know I’ll be telling him he’s my boyfriend.
I’ll
take
that
title. He pulls me up over to his lap. No council meeting. Promise?
“Promise.” I force myself to clear my mind of any unnecessary clutter. Why waste precious time with my new boyfriend when the meeting is an entire twenty-four hours away?



CHAPTER 21
Unrest
IT’S TEN AFTER midnight and Logan is pressing me to let him sleep on the downstairs couch.
“No.”
“Why not? Won’t you sleep better knowing I’m down here to protect you?”
“No. I’ll want to be down here, doing this,” I squeeze my arms tight around his waist. “Then neither of us will get a good night’s rest. Plus I’ll have to lie to my mother again when she asks if any boys stayed over. I’ve met my quota on lying for the month.”
“That’s noble,” he says without enthusiasm. He gets up off the couch slowly, helping me up in the process. “I open tomorrow.” He presses out a smile. “If you start dying of boredom you’re welcome to join me.”
“Gee thanks.” I tilt my head to the side in an effort to emphasize my sarcasm. I hadn’t really thought about a job yet. I guess I need to see what kind of load I’m stuck with next semester. I’d hate to be doing my homework on the job.
“The job’s yours if you want it, and I’ll let you get away with doing your homework on the side.”
“It creeps me out when you do that.”
“Only because you keep forgetting. I’m not trying to pry. It’s just out there—loud as speaking.”
“You’re right. So, anyway, when will I see you?”
“After my shift I have a two hour window before Gage and I head out to the meeting. What are you going to be up to?”
“Just hanging out with Bree. Come over before you leave.”
“You got it.”
We stand in the doorframe of the moonless night savoring our goodnight kiss. The cool night air breezes past us, circling my bare ankles with its arctic chill.
Logan heads down the porch on the way to his truck.
“Remember, I’m just a phone call away,” he says before hopping inside.
I watch as he backs out of the driveway and disappears down the street.

I don’t remember the last time I was alone in a house by myself. It’s one of those things that rarely happens with a busy family like ours. For sure I’ve never been alone at this house. Come to think of it, I’ve never spent the night alone at any house, ever.
A shiver runs through me as I shut and bolt the door. I’d turn on the heater if I knew how to work it, so much for it being August.
The hollow of my footsteps echoes off the walls as I make my way back to the family room. I switch the TV off, and the house fills with a deafening silence. It sounds less than natural so I switch it back on and turn down the volume. I’ll leave it on for the night. It’ll make it look like someone’s home, sort of like a safety mechanism. No one in their right mind will want to break in if they think someone’s wide-awake downstairs. Then again, criminals are rarely in their right mind.
I peer out the window over in the direction of Bree’s house. An entire thicket of overgrown pines, barricades my view. It’s not important. It’s not like seeing a light on over there would have made me feel safer.
I head up to my bedroom, leaving on all the downstairs lights. Tad will probably have a heart attack when he sees the electric bill, so at least some good will come from this.
It’s strange how everything looks different, sounds different when there’s nobody in the house but you.
I head into my bathroom to brush my teeth. I’m far too lazy to take off my makeup or change into my PJ’s. Besides, jeans and a sexy shirt will totally come in handy when I run out the front door screaming.
A dark figure appears from behind, and I jump, holding out my toothbrush like it’s some diabolical weapon someone might actually fear.
“Who’s there?” I spit the foam out of my mouth and wipe the excess off my lips with a towel.
I felt someone there behind me, felt them.
A loud thump emanates from downstairs, which sends me immediately searching my jeans for my cell.
“Shit!” I panic. I distinctly remember leaving it in the kitchen next to the sink, which happens to be the most distal point from where I’m standing. And thanks to Tad’s superhuman tightwad capabilities there is no landline in this freaking house!
A sharp rasping sound rubs against my window and sends me sailing downstairs in a dramatic screaming tirade.
My heart attempts to jackhammer out of my chest as I speed over to my phone, but it’s gone.
“Skyla?” My name echoes from behind.
I freeze.
In my entire life I have only peed my pants once. I was in the fifth grade, and Laura Henderson, my then best friend, had me laughing so hard I released a small river of urine going down the steps of where we were seated during lunch. I’ll never forget that feeling, watching helpless as the concrete darkened around me, my shame spreading along with it.
I turn slow toward the glass back door that leads to a tiny porch. I’ve yet to visit the back of the house, and for all I know there could be an entire cemetery out there.
A woman with shaggy hair waves at me. Her erratic smile is far too enthusiastic for my liking. I can’t make out her body just the paper white skin of her face. She jumps and her eyes shut tight, her tongue bulging out of her mouth. A brown shredded rope cinches around her neck. It goes straight up past the door, and she starts in on a slow spin as her hair flattens against the glass.
A violent series of screams sail from my vocal cords.
I spot my phone on the table and run to the closet and call Brielle.



CHAPTER 22
Party
THE LIGHT FROM the crack in the curtains tickles me until I shove a pillow over my face and try to continue with the pleasant dream-deprived coma I was experiencing.
The volume on the TV rises, and I peek from under the pillow to find Brielle munching on a bag of chips with her hair disheveled and mascara smudged down to her cheek.
“Crazy night,” I say, forcing myself to sit up. “Thanks for coming.”
As soon as Brielle got here we went straight to the back door to find a bushy red branch had fallen off one of the trees. It must have been an illusion. I was so tired. It couldn’t have been real. Could it?
“I’ve sent a mass text out, so we should have a ton of people,” she says, playing with her phone.
“A ton of people?” A part of me is still asleep.
“At the party. You have anything we could put out for food? Or never mind, I told them nine o’clock so everyone should have eaten by then. My mom has these cool wireless speakers I’ll bring over and hook it up to my iPod. There’s a—”
“Stop. I’m not having a party. You can mass text everyone back and let them know it’s been canceled.”
“I can’t do that. Besides, school starts in a few weeks. Doesn’t your mom want you to meet everybody?” She gives a sly grin. “Killing two birds with one stone.”
“She does.” And doesn’t Logan want me busy tonight so I can’t sneak off to the council meeting? “I guess we’re going to have a party.”
And I’m going to kill two birds with one stone.

Brielle hauls the speakers over, and before I realize it, I’m enjoying the music exploding throughout the house.
Brielle suggests we leave the lights off and open all the curtains, but it’s pitch black both inside and out, so I pull a bunch of camping lanterns from the garage and set them out all over.
“Everything looks so cool!” I hold both of Logan’s hands and jump up and down like an idiot in an effort to look convincing. Then I drop them like he’s got the plague and head over to the front door securing it open for the onslaught. A few kids are already hanging out on the porch, and according to Bree tons more are on the way. I need Logan to believe I’m not going anywhere tonight, that this party is my pet project and that I want nothing more than to oversee the whole thing, which I sort of do. Lousy night to have a faction meeting, if you ask me.
“So maybe after the meeting, Gage and I will drop by again.” Logan comes over and wraps his arm around my shoulder. As long as he’s not touching my flesh, I don’t have to work so hard on blanking out my mind.
A crowd wanders in and soon the downstairs fills in with bodies.
“So how come Brielle spent the night?”
“I got scared.” I pull a face. I don’t tell him about the woman dangling from a rope out the backdoor. I may be headed for the loony bin, but I don’t need to let the entire world in on my journey.
“You should have called me.” He pushes into me gently, landing my back flat against the wall. His lips press against mine, and I try to enjoy his wonderful deep kisses while creating a force field of white noise within my mind.
He pulls back and gives a curious look.
“What? I can’t enjoy the fruit of your lips?”
His eyes twitch around the room as though he senses something.
“What’s wrong?” His expression has me worried. Maybe he detects something or someone left over from the night before.
“What happened last night?”
“Nothing. A branch fell down and hit the window. I freaked out.”
“There’s something else.” He walks through the river of bodies and down to the kitchen. His head turns slowly toward the back door, and his eyes widen with surprise.
I hide behind his shoulder and peer out carefully. The last thing I want to do is scream like a maniac in front of the entire student body of West Paragon High.
It’s Michelle. The door’s wide open, and Michelle’s sitting there smoking a cigarette flanked by Emily and Lexy, creating a disgusting cloud of bitchiness.
Logan’s chest rumbles against me as though he were going to say something, but doesn’t.
“What did you think you were going to see?” I ask in a hushed tone.
“Something evil,” he whispers back.
“Looks like you were right.”
“Looks like I was.” He trembles with an inaudible laugh. “I didn’t want to tell you this last night, but Chloe thought this place was haunted.”
I take in a sharp breath. That explains more than a few things.
“I can spend the night if you like,” he offers.
His offer is a balm to my newfound misery, although I question if he’s telling the truth or utilizing scare tactics to his advantage.
“That’s OK. I have Bree.”
“I’ll stop by after the meeting anyway.” Besides, there’s something I want to show you that you may not have discovered about the house.
“That it grows eight furry legs at night, and it’s really a tarantula?”
His brows knit together.
Gage pops up behind him and slaps him on the shoulder. “Time.”
“All right.” He takes me by the hand and we move swiftly toward the front. “Expect me after midnight.”
He drops a kiss on my forehead and disappears into the crowd.
I’ll be seeing you long before then, I muse. Only
you
won’t
know
it.



CHAPTER 23
Awakening
I FOUND NICHOLAS Haver’s address this afternoon in a Paragon Island phonebook at the foot of Tad’s desk. I thought I’d have to dig for hours, scan the Internet, pick Brielle’s mom for information, but it was all so easy.
I head upstairs and change from my jeans to a charcoal running suit. I want to make every effort to blend into the night. Really I’m only planning on hanging out on the periphery to get a feel of what’s going on—eaves drop if I’m lucky. Besides, didn’t Logan say you needed to be thirty to go to one of these? Or maybe you needed to be thirty to learn all of the benefits? Who the hell cares. All I know is if Logan and Gage think they can go—so do I.
“Hey.” Brielle grabs me by the arm as I dig out the spare key to the minivan from the kitchen. Lucky for me Tad would rather pay a cab than risk his precious ten-year old body wagon get stolen from the pier. Little did he know I would be the one stealing it—borrowing it. “Isn’t this great?” She bounces into me.
Ellis Harrison shadows her from behind. I remember him from the party he threw when I first got here. He’s tall, good looking and his teeth glow in the dark. I don’t know why Brielle doesn’t go for him instead of Drake—so many choices to make and such poor choices being made.
“I gotta make a food run. I’m starving.”
“Are you kidding?” Clearly she wasn’t expecting me to leave my own party.
“No really. I’ll get a ton of food and be right back.”
“You can’t feed all these people!”
Something in the living room breaks, sounds like glass, and I’m praying it’s not a window.
We head over to find a bottle exploded all over the floor.
“I’ll get some towels.” Brielle offers rushing back to the kitchen.
I ditch out the front, the cold night air penetrates right through my clothes with a glacial chill, making me wish I’d brought a jacket.
“I’ll go with you.”
I don’t even notice Ellis at my heels until I unlock the minivan, and he piles in.
“You can’t come.” I shoo him out with my fingers as I start the engine. Technically I don’t have my driver’s license. I was way too petrified to drive around L.A. so I took my sweet time getting my learners permit. Plus, it probably didn’t help that my father died in a fiery freeway collision right about the same time. Nothing to dampen your zest for driving like a little vehicular homicide.
“I want to.” He’s quick to buckle himself in, and for a moment I consider taking him. He won’t have to know why I’m sneaking around. He can sit in the car. He can protect me from freaky women who like to hang themselves in my presence, and we can go out and eat donuts afterwards. It’s made of win.
I shake myself back to reality.
“Get out of the car,” I bark.
“OK, OK.” He holds up his hands in an effort to quell my aggression.
“I mean thanks, but I can’t drive anyone under twenty-one for the next two decades. It’s a special stipulation on my driver’s permit.”
His forehead wrinkles.
“Liar, liar pants on fire,” he says it calm and eerily out of cadence. “You’re going to see Logan. He’s not the right one for you, but have it your way.” He gets out of the car.
I roll down the window.
“What do you mean?” I shout after him.
“I mean, I am.” He holds out his arms while walking backward up the driveway.
Dream on.

Nicholas Haver lives behind the gates.
Shit.
I slam my hand against the steering wheel.
The guard at the gate all but laughed when I told him I was going to visit my friend Nick. He went over the list twice before making me circle back around to the main road. Then it hits me. Ellis Harrison.
I fly back down to the house, which eats up another twenty minutes and find Ellis standing in a circle of smoke with two guys I don’t know.
“Ellis,” I hiss.
The whites of his eyes glint.
“You got food?” He asks with glassy eyes.
The air smells funny. I see one of the guys pass a joint to the other, and I take in a sharp breath.
“You guys can’t do this here!” I try to ventilate the area with my hands. “I’m going to go to jail or prison for this. Plus my mom is totally going to kill me!”
“Relax.” Ellis snaps out of his stupor and looks surprisingly normal.
“I changed my mind. I want you to come with.” I drag him by the elbow and shove him into the passenger seat.
I run around to the other side and click on my seatbelt.
“Buckle up,” I yell, backing out the driveway in haste.
“Where we headed?”
“Your place.”
“There’s no food at my place.”
“We’re not headed there for the food.” I try to sound mysterious like maybe he might get lucky, so he won’t protest and screw up my chances of getting behind the gates. Nicholas Haver’s house is miles away from the front gate, and I don’t much like running around the dark in the middle of the night.
We drive in silence. Or at least I think we do until he lets out a loud series of strange noises and I realize he’s snoring.
I shake him abruptly as we arrive at the gate.
“Help you?” The guard asks peering into the car.
“I’m taking Ellis Harrison home. Right, Ellis?”
He gazes at the night security guard through heavily lidded eyes.
“Hey there.” The security guard gives a brief salute as the barricade rises.
I roll past the guardhouse and into the quiet solitude of the backcountry of Paragon Estates.
I’m in.
I’m going to the faction council meeting—with a very stoned Ellis Harrison.



CHAPTER 24
Just Call Me Angel
“OVER THERE ON the right.” Ellis points to his house, bright eyed and bushy tailed.
I pass it up trying to visualize the map, which I stupidly forgot to bring with me. I know he lives on a cul-de-sac called Saddle Drive, and he’s the only house on the block so it can’t be that hard to find. It veered right off Steamboat, which is the main thoroughfare.
“Turn around right here,” he instructs.
“I’m not going to your house. Would you like me to drop you off?”
“No,” he says suspiciously. “You passed up his house too.” His being Logan’s.
“Not going there either. I need to pick up something for a friend at Nicholas Haver’s house. You know him?”
“Big Nick?” There’s a note of disbelief in his tone.
“Yeah, big Nick. So what does big Nick do anyway?” No point in letting my imagination run wild if Ellis is willing to blab.
“Construction.”
“Oh right. That makes total sense.” Not really.
Ellis instructs me on the details of how to get there, and after several twists and turns down unmarked roadways I come to realize there is no way I could have gotten here on my own. So it’s sort of a God thing Ellis is with me.
The street is loaded with cars. I park high up on the ridge behind a giant shrub and get out of the minivan.
Ellis joins me.
“You mind waiting in the car?”
“You’re parked like a mile away. I’ll come with. Besides, I like Nick. I helped him do an addition last spring.”
“OK. But I have to tell you something. I’m not really here to get anything from Nick. I have to ask you to wait by the car. This is strictly female business. I’m actually here to see his wife.” Who I pray actually exists.
His face darkens.
“Well if you put it that way.” He leans against the minivan and crosses his arms.
Stay, I shout at him mentally as though he were a dog.
It’s beyond dark, so I open up my cell and let it illuminate a pathway over to the property. I round out the back and find a giant structure, like Ellis’s pool house only ten times that size. The lights are on, and I can see a bunch of heads sprinkled around the room.
I tiptoe across the long stretch of yard with no bushes, or trees, or structure to obscure me. I glide across something greasy with my left foot, and it’s not until the foul odor hits my nose that I realize I stepped in a pile of dog droppings.
Gross.
I smear my shoe along the grass until I work most of it off.
If there’s dog crap, where’s the dog?
I don’t waste any time analyzing the situation, instead I hug the back wall, slightly out of breath from the long trek over.
Voices emanate from inside.
The window clear on the opposite end is open so I get on all fours and crawl over.
I can hear them perfectly clear as if I were in the room.
“Noster can’t afford to side with Celestra,” a male voice says matter of fact—sounds bored, actually.
Gee thanks.
“So Celestra is on its own?” Sounds like Logan. “Then don’t threaten me with a trial by Justice Alliance when I take things into my own hands.”
He’s yelling. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Logan worked up, let alone, yell.
“What in the heck?” A voice hisses from behind.
I turn in fright to see Ellis Harrison nose to nose with me, and I let out a small squeal.
A dog comes charging out of the bushes, two glowing red eyes—teeth sharp as arrows, barking at top volume. He’s charging a million miles an hour, all rage and salivating fangs.
I can’t look, so I push my face into Ellis’ chest.
A chain rattles severely, and the dog yelps a series of whimpers. When I look up he’s only three feet away, impotent to complete his mission.
Bodies bleed out of the room, and a man with a belly that hangs clear over his trousers yanks Ellis up by one hand and me by the other.
“What in the…” he says full of surprise.
It’s Gage I see first.
“She’s here for me,” Gage shouts, making his way over.
Logan comes into focus, his eyes the size of baseballs.
“All of you out,” Nicholas Haver shouts, pushing Ellis and I in their direction.
Just a minute ago the patio was teeming with people and now there’s just the four of us. It’s like they scurried back inside because they didn’t want to be seen.
“I’m not here for them,” I say with a renewed vigor.
Big Nick eyeballs me up and down.
“I’m here because I belong here.” I stop short of flaunting the word Celestra because of Ellis, who, by the way, ruined everything.
“Come on.” Logan grabs me by the waist and starts leading me back up the trail.
What the hell are you doing here? He sounds markedly pissed.
I need more answers than you’re willing to give me. I give his hand a hard squeeze to let him know I feel the exact same way.
And you bring Ellis? He glowers over at him openly.
I needed to get behind the gates. Besides, he’s stoned. He won’t remember half this tomorrow.
He’ll clearly remember all this tomorrow, and by the way—he’s always stoned. That’s baseline for him. He twitches his nose. New perfume?
Yes. It’s called Craptastic. Like my night.
We get back up to the ridge and I take in a few deep lungfuls of fresh night air. I pluck off my shoes and toss them in a plastic bag that I find floating around the trunk of the minivan.
“Are you guys coming back to the party?” I ask looking from Logan to Gage.
“No.” Logan observes as Ellis stumbles into the passenger side of the minivan. “And neither are you.”
He takes the keys I’m holding rather loosely and hands them over to Gage.
“Drive Ellis back. Stay as long as you want, but drive his car home for him.” He turns to me. “You’re coming with me.”



CHAPTER 25
Facts
THE SHUTTERS ARE drawn and a small glow of light warms the Oliver’s sprawling estate.
“Nobody’s home,” he informs as we enter through the front.
A lethargic yellow lab wags his tail nervously as he sniffs forcibly by my feet.
“You must be Charlie.” He was out back in the fields when I was here the other day, so we missed our first meeting.
Logan leads me into the dining room. A palatial rectangle sits in the middle with a gold inlaid table that’s fit to seat twelve comfortably. A massive hutch sits behind it, and on each of the glass shelves are hundreds of angel figurines. My mother would say the whole thing’s gaudy, but I find it fascinating—eccentric.
“I’d have to agree with her.” Logan rubs his thumb against my hand.
“Is there any way to turn that off?” I seem to keep forgetting he can hear me clear as a loud speaker.
“Not that I know of.” He pulls out a sheet of paper and a pen from a small desk off to the side before we take a seat at the table.
He starts making charts and jotting down names. The word faction is written in giant letters across the top.
“So you’re finally going to tell me everything there is to know?” I’m thrilled by the prospect.
“Maybe.” He keeps at his work until he’s done. “I’d never lie to you.”
“So that means no.”
“That means maybe.” He looks almost apologetic.
He spins the paper around and scoots in close.
“There are five factions of earthbound angels.” He taps his pen against the first one. “Celestra—that’s us.” A brief impression of a smile appears. “Countenance, most powerful, crooked bunch of bastards that roam the earth—think mob, but far more greedy. We don’t know who they are. They don’t make it a practice to reveal their status. They band together and share the wealth, so there’re lots of reasons for keeping their mouths shut. Plus, they don’t frown upon killing their own if they don’t cooperate. Then there’s the most common three, Noster, Levatio—that’s Gage and my uncle. Deorsum, that’s my aunt. And there you have it, factions at a glance.”
“So Celestra has the most powerful blood?”
“Yes.”
“Which means?” I can tell I’m going to have to pull all of the answers out of him, which isn’t fair because I don’t know the right questions to ask.
“Which means if there were enough of us, we could rule the Nephilim kingdom. Celestra is supposedly in charge but with lame duck status. It’s like a government, and right now the crooks are taking over. Each faction must pay a royalty to the Counts in exchange for their protection.”
“Protection against what? Aren’t they the ones we need protection from?”
He points the pen in my face.
“You’re a smart one. Technically, yes, but they claim to be protecting us against other spiritual beings called, Sectors. The Sectors are like overlords of the angel armies. You’re a warrior if you hadn’t already done your homework. That’s why it’s all right to kill if your life is in danger, or you’ve been instructed to do so by your faction leader.”
“And is that a sufficient plea to tell your legal council before they haul your ass to prison?”
“You won’t go to prison if you stay within those bounds. The factions take care of everything.”
“So murder out of necessity or under orders is OK.”
“Essentially.”
“I don’t exactly understand the Sectors,” I say.
“I don’t either. It falls under the category of wait until you’re thirty, but I have some theories.”
“And what about powers? Both you and Gage are really strong. Gage knows things. You and I can read minds, what else is there?”
“My aunt can influence small children to do her bidding. She owns and operates the single largest daycare center on the island. Parents love her. Most Deorsum don’t have that ability. The run of the mill things for them are strength and speed. You might say they got the shaft when it comes to outstanding superpowers.”
“I hear pretty well, too.” A tall brunette with her hair in a bun makes her way over and extends her hand.
She’s wearing a royal blue suit and has on an obnoxious shade of orange lipstick, but she’s absolutely stunning. I’d love for my mom to meet her.
“Emma.” Her fingers are frozen, so limp she barely moves within my seemingly harsh grasp.
“Skyla.”
Logan’s uncle enters and gives a slight wave. He looks over my shoulder and nods.
“Giving her the breakdown I see. I should have the blood work completed in a weeks time. I’m running a very detailed panel, that way we’ll know for sure if you’re Celestra or a mix or anything at all. Sometimes that happens. But if you’re a mix we go by what you have more of. It’s just easier for labeling purposes.”
“Great. I look forward to it.”
They exit with polite nods and smiles. Second thought, my mother would eat her for breakfast, and Tad would embarrass the hell out of me. It’s probably best they never meet. But of course now that I don’t want them to…
“We should have your parents over,” Logan suggests as though he’s just had some great epiphany.
“Is one of your abilities causing super humiliation?”
He frowns.
“They’ll meet one day.” He starts drawing boxes around all the faction names. “Levatio. The lucky bastards as I like to call them.”
“Are they lucky?” I’m fascinated to learn more about them, especially since Gage is one.
“Not really. They’ve got strength and speed, the knowing, teleportation.”
“How cool is that?” Now I totally wish Gage were here so he could bolt around the room.
“Noster’s same as Levatio with the exception they can see through walls, and oh yeah, both can levitate.”
“As in fly?”
“It’s not long range or anything, they can’t orbit the earth, but yes.”
“That’s so freaking fantastic,” I say dazzled by all these strange superpowers.
He drops his pen and folds his hands together.
“And what about us?” I take hold of his eyes with mine. An electrical current sizzles between us. He’s stunning and sharp, and annoyingly outright elusive with information.
“Read minds.” He holds out his hands and shrugs. “Strength, speed.” His expression clouds over. “Time travel.”



CHAPTER 26
Principles
TIME TRAVEL.
The word goes off like a gong long after Logan expelled it. He said he couldn’t really elaborate, that maybe we could talk about it later so I just let it go. Just the idea was enough to satiate me for now.
Gage comes in at three in the morning and says the exact words I don’t want to hear.
“Party’s still going strong.”
“We should get back there.” I spike up on the couch and stab my eyes around in the dark, in an effort to wake up. Logan put on a DVD, and then we started kissing and I must have fallen asleep.
I look over at Logan totally embarrassed and guilty.
“I really do love kissing you,” I say stupidly.
He looks mildly amused.
“Stay here,” Logan pulls me in, “you’re going to want to kick everyone out. No point in being a buzz kill. Besides, it’ll be four by the time we get there.”
He’s right.
“I won’t be able to sleep knowing they’re destroying the house.”
“Nobody’s destroying anything.” Gage flops on the couch opposite us. “Ellis was having a goodtime, didn’t want to come home.”
“You have a goodtime?” I’d feel kind of bad if Gage said no. There were tons of girls there—girls that would have been supermodels back home, raking in millions.
A twinge of jealousy cinches in my stomach, and I shake my head trying to get rid of the feeling. I’m into Logan. I don’t need Gage. I couldn’t care less if he were with ten girls at once.
“So you up on all the celestial B.S.?” He asks.
“It’s not B.S.,” I shoot back. My father was one, and I don’t like him talking that way.
“Sorry.” He covers the top of his head with a pillow. “You guys try anything out?”
I shake my head. Logan, for whatever reason, doesn’t seem that into exploring powers with me.
“Maybe I’ll help you out sometime,” Gage offers.
“Maybe you won’t,” Logan counters.
“I want to,” I say. “I want to try things out. And you said my powers could grow. It’s like a muscle, right? The more you use it the stronger it gets?”
“No.” The whites of Logan’s eyes widen. “The more you use it the more trouble you can get into. Definitely not like that.”
“I know enough to be careful.”
“You know enough to be dangerous,” Logan speeds it out.
We sit there with our eyes glinting back and forth at one another like ping-pongs.
I don’t like the chains of restraint Logan puts over me. I’m not an infant, and according to Gage, I can’t get myself killed.
I look from Logan to Gage. I might have to take Gage up on his offer. It’s Logan’s own fault if I end up going behind his back.
I want to know what I’m capable of. I want to feel it. And if I really can time travel, maybe I can save my father?

Sunday afternoon I head back home.
Gage was right. The house wasn’t destroyed. It was merely decimated.
I walk stunned from room to room. The kitchen has a lawn chair I’ve never seen before dangling out of the sink.
The couch is configured differently in the living room and every single cushion is nowhere to be seen. The curtains have been yanked down on one side, and there’s a clear slit down the center where the light comes through, and if its mocking me.
“I’m toast.” I sludge through empty beer bottles and soda cans, mystery wrappers and some unidentifiable things until I hit the stairs. A trail of dark liquid has been poured on the first five steps, and something gummy is stuck to the rest of the carpet leading on up.
I check Drake’s room first. His bed is unmade and to tell the truth I have no clue if that’s normal. Mia and Melissa’s room looks untouched. Both bunks are still laden with stuffed animals arranged face out and in size order, so that’s a no. Next is my room.
My freaking room.
Brielle is sprawled out on the bed stark naked with her shoes still on. I run over and throw my t-shirt on her from off the floor in an effort to cover the insanity.
“You sleep with somebody in here?” I don’t really care that she cheated on Drake, it’s just that I’m going to have to burn the bed, that’s all.
She gives a guilty laugh, bearing her teeth in an awkward manner a little too long.
I head back to the hall and shut the door tight. Thank God Logan didn’t venture in behind me.
My parent’s room is next. The door sticks, and my heart drops thinking someone might be bolted in there. I bust through and there’s no one except one very rumpled bed and I’m absolutely positive my anal, male chauvinist pig of a stepfather would not have allowed my mother to leave it this way. He’d hogtie her in apron strings and chain her to the bedpost if she tried to get away with crap like this.
“I’m going to die. My parents are going to execute the world’s harshest judgment upon me and I’ll never leave the house again. We need to go back in time,” I plead to Logan.
He shakes his head looking mournful over the situation.
“You can’t use that for something like this. It falls under domestic detail. I’ll call Gage. We’ll clean up as much as we can.”
Nat and Kate swing by as well. We manage to get all the trash off the floors and recover all but one of the sofa cushions. It looks toothless, with three brown cushions and one white gaping space with nothing but the spring cover below.
I collect the bedding from Mom and Tad’s room and start the wash. It’s going to take three hours before I wash all of those fat, fuzzy blankets, and that oversized comforter will never dry by tonight.
“I might be homeless after today.” I let Logan cradle me in the living room. I find his lips and forget about the whole mess my life has turned into.
The front door jiggles, and a pair of footsteps make their way over.
I look up expecting to see Gage or Bree or anyone else. But I don’t. Instead I see my mother.



CHAPTER 27
Red Handed
TAD, DRAKE, AND the girls tumble in after my mom.
“Skyla
Laurel
Messenger, get yourself upstairs now,” she shrieks. “And excuse me, mister who kisses my daughter in my living room, you can find the front door thank you very the hell much!” Her voice hits that upper register I haven’t heard in years since she had one of her famous blowouts with my father.
I head on up and pause at the top.
“Oh, my, word,” she screams.
I can hear her roaming deeper and deeper, and now Tad is shouting something, and they seem to be shouting in unison and at each other at the same time. I see Nat and Kate leave. Logan’s truck rolls down the driveway, so Gage must have went out the back.
“What’s going on?” Brielle staggers out of my bedroom.
I motion her back inside and press my finger to my lips.
Mia and Melissa gallop upstairs lugging their overnight bags.
“You’re in deep shit,” Mia whispers as they saunter past me.
Drake comes up and sees Brielle.
“Cool.” He relaxes into a dorky grin and they go off in his room together.
I can’t believe this. I let Brielle convince me into doing something that I knew, I knew, was a very bad idea. I feel like beating myself, giving myself black eyes over the entire event, but I know my mother will probably do that for me.
Heavy footsteps ignite in this direction. I duck into my bedroom and shut myself in.
A choir of disappointed murmurs buzz through the other side of the door, then a violent shriek when my mother, most likely, sees her unmade bed.
My door swings open and I huddle in the corner fearing for my life.
“Get out here now.” She annunciates every single word.
Reluctantly I exit the safety of my bedroom and head into the hall.
“Who did you have in this house this weekend? And I know that lot of not so innocent looking kids helping you clean was just the tip of the iceberg.”
“All the trashcans are filled with beer bottles,” Tad shouts.
“Skyla!” My mother rages.
“I didn’t drink. I swear!”
“Well bully for you,” Mom sings. “That means I had a bunch of drunk teenagers at my house, and if anything happens to them because of their little trip to Landon tavern, it’s on my head!”
I shrink back. I hate seeing my mother this mad. I hate the sound of her voice when it’s locked in anger.
“Did you have sex with that boy here?”
“No.” My hands fly up over my ears. We’ve definitely drifted into the relationship no-fly zone. “I’m a virgin. I swear.” File that under things I never thought I’d scream out loud.
“Yeah, well, too bad there’s no surefire way to tell because I really don’t believe you.”
And there’s another riff in our already deteriorating relationship.
“She’s probably on drugs, too.” Tad paces in a frantic circle. I bet he regrets marrying my mother, regrets the sloppy baggage she dragged into it like some stench-riddled carcass.
“And why is the minivan parked in the street?” My mother demands.
“Because the driveway was full.” There, I said the truth.
“You don’t have a license.” I can feel the heat of her breath as she roars an inch from my nose.
“And it smells like a bear took a shit in there.” Tad matches her tone.
“Maybe it did,” I offer.
“There are no bears on Paragon,” Tad screams into me on his way to the bedroom.
I can hear the shower turn on from Drake’s room. He’s probably in there with the hellion responsible for this carnage while I occupy the ‘rents with my Brielle-inspired shenanigans. I’m suddenly regretting we ever met.
“Get to your room until I think of an ample and just punishment.” Disappointment seethes from her pores, all directed right at me.
“You ever wish I was in that car with Dad?” The words tumble from my lips bypassing the brain filter on their way out.
“Skyla,” her whole affect softens, “don’t ever say that.” She pulls a loose strand of hair and tucks it behind my ear. “I knew you were probably going to have a party.”
Great. She thinks the worst of me. Technically it was Brielle who had the party, Brielle who had sex in my bed, and Brielle who’s most likely doing that exact same thing right now under her nose.
“When I was your age I did the same thing.”
“Oh.” I can’t even imagine my mother my age. “You get in trouble?”
“No. I never got caught.”
I raise my fingers over my mouth in surprise.
“I clean better than you.” She walks down the hall to her bedroom and shuts the door.
I head over to Drake’s room and knock on the door to give them a scare. A scrambling sound emits from inside, then silence.
No reason Brielle should have all the fun, although being with Drake is technically a punishment. Obviously she’s a sadist.
I head over to my room and close the door.
My mother—I track through my memory trying to recall her ever mentioning her youth. I know she grew up near the waterfront. My grandparents died a few years back. She has a sister in Idaho. That’s all I really know about my mom. Is she a member of an angel faction? How exactly does one go about asking their mother if they are, in any way, a supernatural being?
I yank the covers off my bed and drop onto the bare mattress.
I don’t know how, but I’m going to make it a point to find out.



CHAPTER 28
Ninjas
DAYS DRAG ON. I familiarize myself with the nuances of my bedroom. Sometimes I sit in the walk-in closet with the lights off and text Logan for hours. Apparently ample punishment doesn’t include taking away my cell or my computer. I’m thrilled actually. My room feels more like a safe haven rather than a prison.
My mother gives a mild knock before entering.
“You up for a chore?”
“Yes,” I say hesitantly. Obviously no would have been the wrong answer. I try to assess her mood, but the only clue as to how she might be feeling is that bright pink ruffled shirt. It screams take-me-to-the-circus-and-put-me-on-the-first-clown-you-see.
“I need to do a bunch of paperwork for Tad, so I’m going to ask you to take Mia and Melissa back-to-school shopping for me.
I perk up at the thought. Outside? In a car?
“I’ll drop you guys off, just call when you need to get picked up. I know it seems like I’m going soft on you, but summer’s going to end in a couple weeks.” She lets her shoulders rise and fall. “Who knows, maybe I am getting soft. Be ready in fifteen.”
I flip off my bed and text Logan. I think we’re about to have an accidental meeting.

I pretend to absorb myself in a novel on the way to the mall, so my mother might hold off on the inquisition. I’m still waiting for a thorough line of questioning involving Logan since she caught us in a heavy-duty lip lock.
We file out of the van, and I wave her off. Mia and Melissa are armed with cash, and per my mother’s wicked plan, I am not. I didn’t fight my mother on that one. I’m sure new clothes are in the cards for me, just not today, or perhaps not ‘till I’m thirty.
We head into the Paragon West End mall. It’s busier than the last time I was here by several hundred people. Must be the end of summer sale and back to school bustle all rolled into one. I see Logan over by the giant fountain and wave.
“OK. So you guys are going to stick together, and you have enough money for lunch and a movie, right?”
“Oh, we can totally see a movie!” Melissa clutches my sister’s arm.
“Or two or three,” I suggest. “Look, I have my cell. Just call me when you’re ready to go. I’m going to hang out, kay?”
They wander down the corridor and disappear into a juniors dress shop, bubbling with excitement.
I envy Mia. I wish I had a sister my age rather than Drake. At least I have Logan to take the edge off.
He greets me with a kiss.
“Let’s blow this joint.” I tick my head toward the parking lot. The last thing I need is spotting Mia and Melissa every five minutes. They’re totally safe. I can feel it in my creaky bones. It’s not like I left them alone—they’re not seven. They’re thirteen.

“So where you taking me?” We’ve got the windows rolled down and the wind thrashes my hair around.
“It’s a surprise.”
We drive for a half hour past the falls. I’m completely nervous about how far away I’ve gotten from the girls. He pulls down a tiny dirt road with a big white-planked sign that reads Black Forest.
It’s more than a thicket of pine trees. It’s a denseness that I’ve never seen before. Walls of emerald fur line the roadway impenetrable by man or beast.
He drives down to a clearing, and we get out of the truck.
“You take all the girls here?” Really I don’t want an answer to that one.
“I don’t think I’ve taken anyone here.” He leads me down a small stone path that leads into a smaller clearing, deep in the forest where you could feasibly only arrive on foot.
“It’s kind of creepy.” Even though I’m with Logan, I feel entirely vulnerable.
Don’t. We’re safe. He walks over and snaps a one foot round branch off a tree, easy as snapping a pretzel.
Words garble in my throat. I can’t seem to push any of them out.
“I’m going to teach you how to do that.” He launches into one of his wild grins.
“I’m all ears.” I walk over and stand next to him.
“First, you determine that you can do this. Before you choose what you’re going to do with your strength, you need to believe.”
“OK. So I believe I can pluck this branch off.” I choose a far smaller, more meager branch to target.
He motions for me to try.
I give it a yank, and it snaps upwards with violent force. Nada.
“You have to really believe. It’s a biblical principle. You need to come from a place of knowing. Really understand that you’ve been given the power, and if you doubt it’s possible—it will be impossible.”
“Great.” I try branch after branch, each time targeting something softer, meeker. “Can’t do it.” I suck in deep full breaths. It’s too exhausting to even think about trying again.
“OK.” He looks around at the bed of dead pine needles on the ground. “Let’s try speed.” He positions himself like he’s going to run, but ends up standing next to a tree hundreds of yards away.
“Hey! How’d you do that?” I yell, exhilarated.
He cups his hands around his mouth. “Try it!”
I place myself in the identical position, and start in on a run. The whole world turns into a blur, a carefree whirl on a familiar carnival ride. It reminds me of when my father used to take me up in his arms and spin me. Or at least I thought he was spinning me—it felt just like this.
I appear right next to Logan with my chest heaving from the mammoth effort.
“You did it!” He wraps his arms around my waist and gives me a twirl.
A loud reverberating shot rings out in the forest. A branch the size of a small tree just above our heads begins its silent tumble right for us.
Logan pushes me out of the way as the timber crashes onto the bed of pine needles.
“That could have killed us!” I pant. My heart rattles in my chest like a caged rabid squirrel.
He looks around calm with careful intent.
“I believe that was the plan.”



CHAPTER 29
Trouble
LOGAN AND I perch behind the trunk of an evergreen while staring out into the heavy shadow of the surrounding forest.
Logan leans forward and brings his finger to his lips while looking at one of the branches on a tree across the way. He throws his finger into the air with a hard point. A dark-winged creature bolts out and heads to the west.
“It’s that raven,” I marvel. “What is that, your bird or something?”
“It sends a signal.”
“Can’t you just use your cell?”
“It’s more than that.” He gets up on his feet. “C’mon.” He pulls me in behind him using his body as a shield, and we walk light footed through the dense overgrowth. It’s getting progressively darker. The fog illuminates itself like a lantern as it fills in the landscape around us.
The heavy crush of leaves quickens in our direction. A stench of rotting flesh, or putrid fish, clogs up my nostrils, and I find myself fighting the strong urge to vomit.
“What is that?”
“It’s a Fem.” He clutches at my shoulders. “We have to outrun it, or it’ll kill us.”
“I can’t.” I’m gonna die. My mother is going to find me in forest eaten by a Fem. “It’s going to eat me, isn’t it?” A weak groan emits from my throat.
“It might.” He looks around distressed, panting.
He picks me up and starts running. It feels like trees are darting in and out of our path. The sky appears and disappears like lightning. I close my eyes and bury my face in Logan’s chest until it feels like I’m flying in a dizzy circle with my father again. That’s how Logan makes me feel—safe like my father.
An unbearably loud roar explodes right over my head, like that of a lion or a bear. I open my eyes to discover it emanating from Logan. I don’t know whether to be frightened or entertained.
He jumps branch to branch, with me dangling on for dear life, and sits me a good twenty feet up. If I fall, I could easily crack my skull on the waiting rocks below.
He lunges forward and clutches at a dark figure.
I have no idea what in the hell it is. I’ve only seen the things of this world, and I know for certain this isn’t one of them. I can’t make out the proper form. When I see it, I sway in disbelief. I crouch in and hug the trunk with all my might.
A large bear looking creature ten feet high at least, with the girth of five bears up top, and legs like a jackrabbit, lunges and hisses at Logan. It looks like something out of a horror movie, something of pure evil. A shiny-flocked fur covers its flesh, its mouth is open, and it thrashes its bright red pit all over.
I close my eyes and bury my head into the trunk of the tree.
I can hear a scuffle take place, bodies being lifted and thrown to the ground with violent force. The unnatural quiver of the forest lets me know this is no ordinary match. This isn’t human against human. And I have a very distinct feeling, that for one of them, this is going to end very, very, badly.
“Skyla!” Logan calls my name.
It takes all my effort to open my eyes and look in his direction. It might be his dying breath—the last word that leaves his mouth might be my name.
Logan’s standing right there in the clearing with one foot on top of the beast’s chest in triumph.
“You kill it?” I ask hesitantly.
“Take a picture.”
“You’re insane if you think I’m digging around for my phone.”
Gage appears beneath me. “Jump, and I’ll catch you.”
“No.” I strengthen my death grip on the trunk of the tree. “I’m very afraid of heights. I’ll need hours of therapy to repair the damage done here today.”
Logan springs up next to me and grabs me by the waist. That weightless feeling I hate flips through my stomach, and somehow we magically appear on terra firma.
The beast hisses, and a wall of vapors surround it before it evaporates into thin air. The horrible smell penetrates the forest, and we’re forced to cover our mouths as we run for the car.
“Smells like raw sewage,” I say as Logan helps me into the cab of his truck and shuts the door.
Gage appears in the seat next to me.
He pulls a small sprig of pine needles out of my hair and holds it out as if he were offering me a gift. He sneaks a quick kiss on my forehead.
“I’m glad you’re OK,” he whispers before disappearing.
Logan climbs in and shuts the door still out of breath.
“What exactly is a Fem, and please tell me that was the last one.”
“A Fem can change shapes to be whatever it wants—whatever it thinks will frighten you and weaken your defenses.”
Immediately I think of the woman with crazy hair, hanging outside my kitchen door.
“And what do they want?”
“They personally don’t want anything. They’re a lower faction of the Sectors. They do all the spiritual dirty work. It’s been long believed that Countenance hire them out to do their bidding, but of course they deny it. There’s not enough evidence to bring them to the Justice Alliance.”
“You said they hire them out. What’s their currency?”
“It’s a power exchange. I don’t know how it works. All I know is if you ever come upon a Fem—one of you will be leaving dead.”
“I could never kill anything like that. I’d be too afraid.”
“That’s why it looks the way it does because it wants to scare you. You have to remember it’s nothing more than a ball of air.”
“Ball of air.” I repeat the words. But it looked so real—fought so hard.
I don’t think I have what it takes to be an angel. Somehow, I don’t think it matters.



CHAPTER 30
Snatched
IT’S DARK BY the time we get to the mall. We made a pit stop at Logan’s house so he could shower and change. All the hundreds of shoppers who were here this afternoon have gone, and it looks like a bona fide ghost town.
I call Mia on her cell but it goes to voicemail, same with Melissa.
Not two minutes later, my mother calls and informs me she’s picking us up—that it’s nearing our bedtime. I leave the word bedtime out of my lexicon when I translate the conversation to Logan.
“So you’re like a superhero,” I push into him playfully.
“So are you.” He gives a playful shove back before circling my waist.
“Yeah, but you killed a dragon. That practically makes you a prince.”
“It wasn’t a dragon, but it might be next time.” He looks resigned to this. “And if I’m a prince, you must be a princess.”
I reach up and give a supple kiss to his neck.
“It’s pretty amazing that we’re both Celestra. We could have an entire faction of perfect Celestrial beings running around one day.”
“Or flying. We could always learn to fly.”
“So we can learn other gifts?”
“Yeah, but it’s like learning the piano for the very first time or another language. It takes great effort to master it. With your natural gifts, you just need to believe. He does the rest for you.”
“Who’s he?”
“Master.” He points up.
Before we can continue on with our conversation, my cell goes off. It’s Mom.
“I’m right here in the parking lot. Come on down.” There’s a hint of impatience in her voice.
I hang up, struck with panic.
“I have to find the girls.”
Logan and I buy movie tickets just so we can get in. We comb through a football field of blackened movie theaters. I’m so desperate I’m shouting their names as I walk in without regard for the movie or the patrons. To make matters worse, it’s nearing ten o’clock, and I keep ignoring my mother’s nagging phone calls.
I meet Logan back outside by the concession stand.
“They’re not anywhere.” A quiver of fear bubbles through me. I can feel the tears building fast. “You think someone took them?”
A hard knock explodes on the glass wall facing outside. It’s my mother with an irate expression, violently waving me over.
I walk past Logan mouthing a goodbye and head out in the cold damp air to meet her.
“It’s that boy again, isn’t it?” Her eyes expand the size of dishes. “Instead of a nice day out with your sisters, you turned this into some sort of romantic rendezvous!”
I hardly consider slaying a beast in the woods a romantic rendezvous.
“No,” I object just above a whisper.
“Where are your sisters?”
Again she’s exasperated. I bet I’ll hear later how she did the exact same things when she was younger, but judging by the intense venomous glare—maybe not.
Just as I’m about to admit I’ve badly misplace both Mia and Melissa, my cell goes off.
“Mia!” I hold it up triumphantly.
“So what movie did you see?” I try to act nonchalant as though I knew they were in the theater all along, which I sort of did.
“Emma Fantastic,” she chortles into my ear.
“Emma Fantastic,” I say, covering the phone. Both my mother and I turn to the display board to see what time Emma Fantastic gets out, only to find out after checking everything twice, Emma fucking Fantastic isn’t playing at the theater.
“Listen, I don’t know what you’re trying to pull, but I have Mom here and we’re both well aware Emma Fantastic isn’t playing.” I try asserting my authority in an effort to impress my mother.
“I know it’s not playing there.” Mia always sounds about seven on the phone, so it’s impossible to stay mad at her. “We took a bus to the East mall on the other side of the island.”
My fingers shake as I glance over at my mother nervously. Something tells me it’s going to be a long car ride over.

And you know what? I was right.
It takes over forty-five minutes with no traffic before we turn into the parking lot. My mother has gone over every single horrifying scenario of what might have happened to the girls. Who knew the harrowing possibilities were seemingly endless? Of course she left out being eaten by a giant, smelly Fem, but she couldn’t have guessed that in a million years.
It occurs to me that I missed a thousand opportunities on the way over to politely nudge her and ask if she was an angel. At this point Mia and Melissa are in as much trouble as I am, so things couldn’t possibly get any worse.
“Mom? Remember when Dad would call me his angel? Why do you think that was?”
“Because you hadn’t bloomed into your teenage years.” She honks the horn as she pulls against the curb.
Mia and Melissa startle in our direction with the flash of the headlights.
“Besides,” she continues, “he loved making you into something special. Mia too, but your relationship with your dad was different. It’s like you shared some special bond. He said you would surpass him in greatness someday.” She shakes a pang of grief away.
Mia and Melissa pile in the backseat. My mother turns up the volume on her glacial queen routine, and we start in on a rather quiet ride home.
I lean my head against the cool glass of the window and watch the stars turn and dance with every new twist in the road. I wonder if my father’s watching me, watching me kiss Logan, and shiver in fear while perched in the branches of trees. I wonder what he thinks of all this. I wonder if he really cares anymore.



CHAPTER 31
Leave
I TEXT LOGAN as soon as I get back up in my room, and let him know I survived— for now.
He texts me back.    I’m staying in tonight.
As opposed to? ~S
Lexy Bakova’s party. Gage wanted me to go with, but I said no.
Aww. He doesn’t want to piss me off, so he stayed in. So wise.
Thanx ~S
So what are you wearing?
Flannel pants with a hole in the thigh, and a ragged old sweat shirt that I’ve used to do yard work in.
You’re a pervert, you know that? ~S
I was hoping you’d notice. I can practically hear him saying it.
There’s a soft knock on the door.
Brb. I drop my cell on the bed and scramble to a seated position.
It’s Drake.
“What?” I say annoyed, picking my phone back up and cradling it.
“I’m going out tonight, and I want you to come.”
“You’re going out where?” I ask suspiciously.
“Some party at some cheerleader’s house. Brielle wants me to go, and I don’t really know anyone like you do.”
“You just said Brielle’s going.”
“What if she leaves me?” He runs his hands through his hair in a panic.
“She most likely will,” I say it matter of fact. “Besides, I can’t. I’m grounded, like forever.”
“So what more could they do to you? And it’s not like you’re going to get caught. How many times do they come in your room at night to check on you?”
Never. I start rotating the idea around in my brain.
“We can come back early. And they’re already asleep,” he adds.
Mom did mention how exhausted she was when we pulled into the driveway. Drake’s right, she’s probably being haunted in her dreams by Chloe as we speak.
“Give me ten minutes.”

Drake thinks we should walk out the front door as opposed to climbing out the window and swinging down to earth on tree branches like I suggested. Turns out we manage to arouse the suspicions of no one as we make our way to the minivan where Brielle is already waiting.
“I can’t believe you’re sneaking out!” She hugs me as though I’ve accomplished something major.
“Drake has permission.” I nod in an effort to aggravate him by removing some of the mystique he’s trying to build.
“She knows,” he gives a dirty look before unlocking the door.
Clearly the scent of crap does not dissipate as easily as one would think. We drive all the way there with the windows down. And it’s not until I see Gage standing out front that I text Logan and tell him where I am.
Lexy lives just south of the mall, overlooking the ocean in a relatively normal sized home. It looks like the same crowd that was over at my house Saturday is circulating in the driveway. I recognize more than a few faces. I get out and make my way over to Gage.
He takes a full step back as though he’s looking at an illusion.
“It’s really me.”
“You look,” he pauses to take me in, “amazing.”
“Thanks.” I can feel the heat rising to my cheeks. “I just told Logan to come on down.” It’s starting to feel a little awkward, so I do a quick survey of the sea of people to try and spot Brielle. Not that I really want to hang with Drake. Maybe we can both ditch him.
“So you all right?” Gage has a soulful way about him. His hair is slicked back wet. The sliver of moonlight that’s out tonight casts a perfect reflection off the top.
“I’m,” I want to say fine, but what’s the point? “Completely freaked out. I don’t know what I’d have done if I was alone. For sure I wouldn’t be standing here. I owe Logan my life,” I gush.
His expression dims.
“I wouldn’t go that far.” He motions for me to follow.
We head toward the side of the house, barren of people. Gage leans in and places his hand on the wall behind me, pinning me in.
Something in my gut loosens, and I feel completely relaxed.
“So why don’t you go in there and fight some of those girls off for a while?” Truth is, I’m afraid he’s going to kiss me. Truth is, I’m afraid I’m not going to stop him.
“I don’t want to be in there. I want to be out here. With you.”
I look past his shoulder into the street. No sign of a car, not one single headlight going in either direction. A warm breeze wafts by, and the strong scent of eucalyptus fills the air.
“You know, I kind of have this thing going with Logan, and…” I let my gaze fall as his body moves closer to mine. I can feel the warmth radiating from his skin, hot as a fever.
“If I’m going to marry you one day,” he says rather dreamily, “we’re going to have to do this. A lot.”
It’s an explosion of emotion when his lips connect with mine. A love song, and every glorious sunset I’ve ever seen all rolled into one. We write a poem with the dull ache of our passion.
I snap back to reality and push back hard. He flies back a good three feet, surprised at how he got there.
I make a beeline for the front of the house where I find Logan talking to Michelle and Lexy.
“Hi,” I try not to sound winded—like Gage’s kiss didn’t leave me breathless.
He takes a hold of the back of my neck.
White noise! White noise!
I try to focus on my breathing, the stars—his eyes.
I need to be with Michelle tonight. I’m getting very close.
My heart sinks like granite.
“I guess I’ll see you around,” I say maneuvering myself into the throngs of bodies.



CHAPTER 32
Jealous
I CAN’T STAND watching him with Michelle. Why does he care so much about a stupid diary when it hurts me?
Gage follows me around like a puppy—an apologetic puppy who thrives on my attention.
“You know he’s just using her, right?” I motion over to the two of them sitting by the roaring fire. Michelle has her arms around Logan’s midsection, and he’s caressing her neck. “He’s just listening in,” I say.
Gage doesn’t appear too amused.
“I would never do that to you.” There’s something sincere in his tone, and I wholeheartedly believe him.
“Why does he want this diary so bad anyway?” I whisper.
“He thinks it has some vital piece of information.”
“To what? Get her killers?”
He shakes his head.
“You know what they say about a fool?” He whispers.
“What?” I don’t like how he’s comparing Logan to a fool. He looks noble, like a king sitting over there. He has a glow about him that outshines the fire.
“Give him enough rope—he’ll hang himself.” Gage seems rather proud of his euphemism.
We watch as Michelle pulls his face down and kisses him full on the lips. He doesn’t thrash around or toss her in the fire, instead he pulls back with nothing more than a blink—it makes me want to go over and knock both of them into the fire myself.
“He’s gone too far.” Hot angry tears burn the insides of my lids. I look around for signs of Drake or Brielle, but don’t see any. They’re probably rolling around in Lexy’s bedroom. Brielle’s not too shy when it comes to things like that. “Take me home.”
“Sure.”
The air outside has condensed a thin layer over everything. It leaves a fine mist over my skin and hair as we make our way over to Gage’s truck. A black one to Logan’s white, and easier to get into.
I’m so pissed I’m seething. I can’t see straight, partially due to the tears I refuse to let fall. I push them away with the back of my hands.
“I don’t really feel like going home.” I haven’t even been gone a full hour. If I get into trouble now I don’t think any of this has been worth it. Tears shoot out the corner of my eyes, rapid fire. I can’t seem to get a hold of myself. I start in on a full-blown sob into the palms of my hands, shaking like a freaking baby.
Gage pulls over and kills the ignition. He snaps off his seatbelt, then mine.
“Come here.” He pulls me toward him and hands me a tissue from out of small box sitting on his console. “Look!” He marvels tracing the tail of a shooting star with his finger.
I wish I felt for Gage what I feel for Logan. I thought Logan and I had some stronger than steel impenetrable bond. I was already insanely attracted to him before I knew we were both Celestra.
I snuggle into Gage a little deeper.
One great thing about Gage is that he doesn’t have the ability to know what I’m thinking. I don’t have to infiltrate my brain with whitewash to get through a tough moment with him. It’s a huge relief on many fronts.
He picks up my hand and inspects it.
“Are you sizing my finger?” I tease.
“No that’s your other hand. I’m looking for trail marks.”
“I don’t think I got any scratches today.”
His chest rises with restrained laughter. He holds my hand up to the moonlight streaming through the window. It looks pale, far too thin and fragile to be mine.
“Trail marks have to do with time travel. They’re white dots that bleach into your skin. No one knows why they appear, they just do.”
“Sort of like a passport.” I muse joining him in examining my hands. “Is that one?”
Gage turns on the overhead light. “Son of a gun. It is.” He hardly breaks out the enthusiasm when he says it. “Where’d you go?”
“I don’t have a clue. I don’t remember anything.”
“You must have went somewhere. Think.” He gives a gentle shake.
“Look there’s another one.” I say perfectly surprised by this revelation.
“You really get around don’t you?” His dimples ignite on either side.
I reach up and turn off the overhead light. I don’t want to think about how gorgeous Gage is, when the one I really want to be with is doing who knows what with Michelle, so he can get his hands on paper—paper.
“How’d you like the kiss?” He asks.
“It was all right.” I give him a playful shove. Before I can say, don’t do that again, his lips are covering mine. I don’t back away or split his tongue in half with my teeth. I just let it happen. I don’t feel half as guilty as before. A part of me wants to indulge. This might be the very last time I kiss him, ever.
It goes on for long stretches of time. We don’t tire—just keep roaming around exploring, running our tongues back and forth, making lazy circles, figure eights.
Deep in my heart it doesn’t feel right, like I’m cheating on Logan with no diary to gain from the whole experience. But I know it really doesn’t matter. Relationships are fickle. I’m just fooling myself into thinking someone like Logan was going to stay with me exclusively. So what if he called himself my boyfriend? So what if I thought he really was? What do I know about love anyway?
A thunderous knock on the glass startles the two of us to attention.
Logan.
Gage opens the door. I’m not sure whether he gets out or Logan yanks him into the street, but a fight erupts. Full throttle kicks to the balls—punching. I see blood, and I don’t know where it’s coming from.
A pair of headlights stream over the two of them before slowing down. It’s the minivan. I grab my purse and get out. I walk by their brawling bodies without once urging them to stop. I want Gage to beat the shit out of Logan. I hope that kiss hurt him as much as it did when I saw him with Michelle.
I get into the minivan and slam the slider door shut.
“Go around them,” I tell Drake.
And he does.



CHAPTER 33
Insurrection
I CAN FEEL my cell vibrate in my jeans as soon as I get back into my bedroom. It’s Logan. If he thinks I’m going to engage in some lovelorn conversation until the wee hours of the morning—I glance up at the clock. It is the wee hours of the morning. I pick it up on the third ring.
“Make it quick.”
“I’m sorry. Will you accept my apology?” He sounds hurt and sincere and incredibly sexy, but none of that rectifies the fact I can’t get the visual of his lip-lock with Michelle out of my mind.
“No.” I flick my heels off with a thump. “I’m just being honest.”
“I wouldn’t ask anything else.”
I listen to the sound of his breathing until I feel hypnotized by the rhythm. I turn off the lamp next to my bed and lie under the covers with Logan tucked next to my ear in the dark.
“I wish I was with you. There’s so much more I want to say,” he whispers.
I hold the phone away while I sniff back tears.
“I made you cry.” The anger in his voice resonates across the line. “You don’t have to forgive me. I don’t think I can forgive myself.”
It crushes me to hear him say that. I heave a ragged breath into the pillow.
“Did you get the diary?”
“No.”
“Are you done with trying?”
Nothing but silence.
“I guess I have my answer. Listen, I gotta go. Tell Gage I said hi, would you?”
I hope it hurt.

My mother has decided as a just punishment for losing track of my sisters I’m to play the part of the family scullery maid, forever.
I wash the stone floors in the kitchen and dining room with a mop and boiling hot water—literally boiling. She has me don a pair of black Wellies she dug out of the garage and has me heat the teakettle. Once it begins to scream from the pain, she instructs me to drizzle the scalding liquid all over the floor and scrub the crap out of it with a mop that’s missing more than a few dozen threads. I’m beginning to think my mom is missing more than a few dozen brain cells because I don’t see a darn of a difference on the blotchy brown floor.
“Mom?” I make sure the girls are outside before I continue the conversation.
“Mmm, hmm?” She doesn’t look up from her crossword puzzle.
“Did you know that something terrible happened to a girl that used to live here?”
Her head shoots up. She folds over her crossword and leans in.
“Yeah, Hon, I do. It’s part of the reason we were able to afford this house to begin with.”
I stare over at her speechless. If it weren’t for Chloe ending up at the bottom of Devil’s Peak I wouldn’t be standing here today. Fire sale.
“I also heard it was haunted.” She sounds a little too exuberant over the subject.
I’d hate to burst her bubble by letting her know it was probably just a bunch of Fems running around trying to kill people.
“I wouldn’t go sharing any of that with your sisters.” Her lips make a perfect O as they run in through the backdoor.
“I’m trying to boil the floors here,” I shout after them.
“You were always the funny one.” Mom scrunches her nose over at me.
“I thought you were the funny one,” I say. She married Tad, didn’t she?
“Tell me about this boy you keep sneaking off to be with.”
I freeze mid swipe. Does she mean sneaking off as in last night?
“His name is Logan.” I swab the floors with long, clean strokes. “His parents died when he was young, and he lives with his aunt and uncle, one cousin the same age.” I leave out the part about me kissing the both of them, and how I think I might have accidentally fallen in love so quickly—absentmindedly.
“You really like him don’t you.” It comes out a fact.
I shrug. The last thing I want to do is cry on my mother’s shoulder over what happened last night.
“You’re so young, Skyla. And beautiful!” She rises in her seat when she says it as though it were an epiphany. “There are so many fish in the sea. Don’t settle for the first one that catches your eye. Play hard to get. You should be.”
I don’t really know what playing hard to get does for you, other than make you hard to get. Maybe if I were hard to get, Logan would be drooling all over me instead of Michelle.
The diary. That’s exactly what Michelle’s doing, playing hard to get. Unfortunately for me, it seems to be working.
“That girl that died, she and Logan used to go out,” I add.
My mother drops her pen. “That’s…” she searches the air for words. “Creepy.” Her fingers strum across the granite. “That reminds me. Your father dated a girl who died unexpectedly.”
My eyes bug out as I continue to swipe the floor—so much death and carnage. What’s the purpose?
“Oh yeah? You know her name?” I ask.
“Candy something. Oh, it was probably something like Candace. They were seniors together.”
I bet I could look her up in Dad’s old yearbook. I bet if I dug around real good, I’d discover she was a Celestra.



CHAPTER 34
Covetous
IT’S REGISTRATION DAY at West Paragon, so Drake drives us down to campus to get our classes settled. Brielle is like a racehorse dying to get out of the gate to show us around.
I’m used to the practice field so I’m familiar with that much, but this time Brielle has us park in the main lot and we enter campus from an entirely different direction.
Stone cobbled pavers fan out in circular patterns that extend the entire length and breadth of the walkways. Two tall, brick buildings soften in a cloud of fog so thick you can hardly see the landscape beyond them. If I hadn’t been here for cheer practice, I would never have known the buildings are encased in trees that stretch hundreds of feet into the air like javelins.
Brielle leads us into the shorter of the two buildings. Inside it’s filled with all of the familiar faces from the parties I’ve been going to. I see Gage and Logan finishing up toward the front of the line. I try to pretend not to notice when I see them making their way over.
Ellis Harrison steps into my line of vision. He’s sporting wireless glasses and a plaid shirt. I hardly recognize him with the clear eyes and the stony expression.
“I got you in two classes,” he boasts.
“How do you know?” I try to ignore both Logan and Gage standing off to the side.
“It’s posted up on the wall.”
“Oh. I thought we were registering.”
“Nope, just copying a list they were too lazy to email. Plus this way they get you to sign up for the after school stuff without infringing on their precious time.”
Gage and Logan continue to wait patiently.
“So, what classes do we have together?” I widen my smile. Maybe if they think I’m suddenly interested in Ellis they’ll leave me alone for good. Mama said there were more fish in the sea, right? Ellis is looking mighty fishy right about now.
Logan steps in between us.
“Ellis, will you excuse us a minute?”
Ellis looks from me to Logan.
“You want me to leave you two alone?” He directs the question over to me.
“Not really. What were those classes again?” I step around Logan to get a better view of the ledger in Ellis’ hand.
“Sociology and Algebra Two.” He points to them as he says it.
“Algebra Two? You must be really good at math. I’m going to need lots of tutoring,” I say. If Logan isn’t writhing from the daggers I’m churning, I’m pretty sure I’m not the fish for him.
“Are you done?” Logan pushes into Ellis with his shoulder. It’s like he’s gone animal, which reminds me of that roar. His kisses stream through my mind like a slideshow, causing my stomach to bottom out like I’m on a roller coaster.
“Enough.” I bite the air with my anger. “I’ll talk to you.” I turn to Ellis. “Thank you. I look forward to your help,” I whisper.
“For the record,” Logan whispers as Ellis leaves, “I tutored him in math two years in a row.”
“Like I said, you’re a real superhero. So how long before you get your girlfriend’s diary back? A week? A month? Next two years? I really don’t want your excuses.”
“I’m not giving excuses.” He shifts from one foot to the other. “I checked the schedule. You know how many classes we have together?”
“You and me, or you and Michelle?” Honestly, I don’t know anymore.
“You and me.” He looks like a statue of perfection in this light. He’s so gorgeous it hurts.
A hot spear of raw attraction bisects my abdomen.
“How many?” I’m hoping for at least three.
“None.” A genuine look of disappointment sweeps across his face.
“None?” I say, trying not to sound too alarmed.
“What are the odds, right?”
“I don’t know.” I’m perfectly stunned. “What about lunch?”
“You have B, I have A.”
“Lovely.” Then I start to panic about Brielle and what about Michelle? Will she be dining with Logan? I don’t like this. I don’t like this at all. “I’d better get up there.” A huge knot lodges in the center of my throat. I pull a pen and paper from my purse, ignoring the ones laid out and head over to the boards until I find my name. As I jot down my classes it occurs to me that both Ellis and Logan had to have checked their classes and compared them to mine. I’m not so surprised Logan did it, but Ellis? Interesting.
I take my list and look down at the O’s. I find Logan and Gage together like usual. Logan’s right—nothing together. I compare my classes with the ones Gage is registered for. English Lit, Algebra Two, World History, I scan down the list. All the same classes. All the same times.
I try to find him in the crowd.
“Boo,” he says, standing square in front of me.
“Did you do this?” I hold out my schedule accusingly.
“No, I didn’t do this, technically a computer network did. But it’s pretty cool.” His eyes laser through mine, and for a minute I’m right back in that truck again, melting away like delicious warm chocolate.
Michelle comes in with Emily and Lexy, and the three of them make a beeline over to Logan. Michelle doesn’t waste any time snatching his schedule from out of his hands and comparing notes. She nods approvingly. Her hand flies up, and he meets it with a high five.
I’m not sure what Logan doesn’t get about the way I feel when I see the two of them together—how it feels like someone set your clothes on fire and refuses to help put them out.
I rake my hand through Gage’s hair.
“Yeah. It’s pretty cool.”



CHAPTER 35
Burn
OUTSIDE THE DARK sky boils as it seals in the last hot spell of summer. A light pepper of rain falls, refreshing us in this oppressive heat.
Drake wants to stop for lunch at the bowling alley in hopes to see Brielle, and since Mom and Tad have put him in charge of my whereabouts today, I don’t really have a say in the matter. Tad assumed Drake wouldn’t lose me. I wanted to inform him Drake was very responsible with me the night before, but I bit my tongue. Besides, Mia and Melissa were sitting right there. I don’t want to give them any ideas about sneaking out in the middle of the night.
The air conditioning is on full blast in the bowling alley. It feels amazing in contrast to the hot sticky climate percolating outside.
Gage insists on giving me a tour of the kitchen. Large stainless appliances line the back wall. A long center island cluttered with bowls and utensils is bustling with a pair of busy workers preparing the orders streaming in.
He leads me over to a large metal door, and a white fog billows out when he opens it.
“Walk-in freezer. Hang out in there a few minutes and it’ll really cool you off.”
“Can you get locked in?” I’d be afraid to work here for that reason alone.
“Nope.” He slides his hand up and down the smooth inside of the door. “Shuts just like a refrigerator.”
Logan comes back and walks past us as he pulls down a giant sleeve of hotdog buns.
“Are you ready to work for me?” His brows twitch in a flirtatious manner. Logan’s eyes are the most amazing amber color I’ve ever seen. There’s something wild about them, almost primitive. I’m fascinated by how they glow.
“Maybe I will. I think I’d enjoy working with Gage,” I say, just to piss him off.
His expression sours.
“Him I’m about to fire,” he remarks, taking his bag and heading back into the kitchen.
“You guys usually get along?” I have a feeling the riff is a new thing, and it’s all my fault.
“We’ve fought before.” Gage leans into the kitchen with a dark expression.
“Over Chloe?”
His lips pull into a line.
I don’t know Gage as well as Logan, but it seems to me in a lot of ways they’re opposites. I’m starting to wonder if Gage is better boyfriend material than Logan. Gage told me he’d never do the things Logan was doing.
“Why does Michelle have Chloe’s diary anyway?” I pull back and spy on Logan as he works the food line. You’d never know he runs this place. He’s right in the mix with the rest of the employees pulling all the hard jobs, not bossing anyone around. Brielle’s forever telling me she loves working here.
“She says her mother gave her a box of Chloe’s things. She found it.”
“I bet she read it cover to cover.”
“You’d think.”
“So were you and Chloe pretty close?”
“We went out a few times.” He socks his fist softly into a metal shelving unit.
A loud hiss comes from the corner of the kitchen and the noxious odor of burning tortilla chips permeates the air.
Gage bolts back into the kitchen and attempts to put a lid over the fryer, but a tornado of flames shoots up out of it and runs halfway across the ceiling.
“Skyla!” Logan shouts from the other side of the counter. He jumps through the service window and rushes over to where I’m standing, frozen.
The kitchen drains of employees as Logan commands them out. I turn to move and knock something solid over with my foot causing a gush of liquid to rush around my feet.
“Get out now!” Gage shouts as he struggles to pull me in his direction.
In nothing more than a quiet whisper, the floor ignites in flames. Tall spears of fire separate me from Gage. An entire barricade forms and a huge rushing wall erupts between Logan and me.
I try to move, but it feels like my tennis shoes are being suctioned to the ground. The first air-brained thought that whizzes through my mind is that I must have stepped in gum. I lift my shoes and it looks more like I stepped in a pile of marshmallow fluff, only what’s really happening is the cheap tennis shoes my mother bought are melting right off my feet.
“Help!” I choke out the word. A dense smoke fills the kitchen. A loud blowing noise drills in my ear. It forces the flames down, extinguishing them into a sea of white clouds.
My eyes seal shut from the smoke. An arm reaches under my knees and lifts me off the ground. I push my face into the shirt of whoever has me and desperately try gasping for breath. We move outside in a fury. I take in the fresh air, choking out what’s left of the smoke.
“You’re OK.” A kiss drops down on the top of my head. It’s Logan’s voice I hear.
“Logan!” I circle my arms around the back of his neck. “What just happened?”
“I don’t know. We’ve never had anything like that before.”
“Skyla.” Gage walks up gasping for air. His face is blackened from soot illuminating his eyes like twin beacons. “You OK?”
Logan replaces me on the ground causing my shoes to stick unnaturally.
“I’m fine.” I try to dust off the soot from my jeans only to smear it into long black streaks.
The shrill cry of a siren drills through the air.
“I checked the temp, and the oil was fine.” Gage gives a quizzical look. “Do you think?” He doesn’t finish his thought.
“I know,” Logan breathes the word.
The two of them lock eyes in an immovable gaze.
“What?” I yell. “This involves me. I was in that fire.”
“Fire is the only sure way to kill a Celestra,” Gage says.
“Fire?” My father died in a fire.
Logan opens his mouth then shuts it as Brielle dives in on top, blanketing me with a hug.
“I can’t believe you survived! They made us run out the back. I had no idea you guys were standing out here. The entire kitchen is destroyed.”
“I’m sorry.” I direct it at Logan. It’s because of me. Whatever it was, it wanted me.



CHAPTER 36
Smash
MOM AND TAD are frantic when they pick me up from the emergency room. The doctor on duty assured them I had no signs of damage to my lungs, and my blood oxygen level was perfectly normal.
After I shower and dress, my mother makes me lie down in the family room where she covers me with a blanket and makes me try to eat disgusting day glow yellow chicken soup from powder and drink bland tea.
“I almost burned to death. I don’t have diarrhea.” I’m quick to remind her as she ups the ante and offers to make me toast.
She holds her hands up near her temples and shudders.
“I can’t lose you Skyla. Too much has already happened here. I’m starting to think moving was a very big mistake.”
I toss the covers off. It’s stifling in the house, and her last comment sends a heated rush of adrenaline through me.
“I think moving here was the best thing that’s happened to this family in a really long time.” Like before Dad, but I don’t say that part.
“You think the best thing about moving here is named, Logan,” she says his name like it’s the plague.
“I’m sure there are boys named Logan everywhere.” I try to appease her by making it sound as though I could have fallen for someone anywhere, but deep down inside I don’t believe a word. “You met Tad at work.” I shrug. They both worked for the same design firm in L.A. The way Tad whooped about opening his own division on Paragon you’d think he won the lottery. I think my mom assumed she’d be an equal partner, but from what I’ve seen, she’s nothing more than his secretary.
Tad walks by and breezes into the kitchen. We watch together as he inventories the refrigerator then slams it shut with disappointment.
“Lizbeth, there’s no food in this damn house.” He says it in such a comical way I think he’s half joking. Who talks to my mother that way? My dad would shoot him if he could. He’d probably want me to do it for him. Sure my mom and he fought, but he never addressed her that way, at least never around me.
In less than ten minutes my mom and the Gestapo are doing a grocery run. Unfreakingbelievable.
Drake and the girls are quiet upstairs so I head on up to grab my phone so I can chat with Logan. My jealous rage toward Michelle seems to have subsided for the moment. I mean he did pull me out of a burning building. He did kill a Fem for me. And then there’s Gage who lifted Logan’s truck out of the way of oncoming traffic.
A cold chill descends upon me as I climb the stairs. I rub my bare arms running up the final steps. It’s freezing up here. Drake’s door is shut and so is the girls. The hall window is fixed so it can’t be coming from there. I lay my hand across the glass, warm like the weather outside. So where’s this cold air coming from? Neither the heating nor the AC works in this place. I have a feeling the blue light special had a little more to do with this defunct lemon and all of the broken amenities, than it did the disappearance of one of its residents or any so called ghosts.
The air continues to become more frigid as I move down the hall. I bypass my bedroom with my hands extended before me like a zombie.
“Oh my gosh,” I whisper in disbelief. A light fog fills the hole of my parent’s bedroom. I walk in, treading with caution. It looks remarkably normal. The comforter is drawn tight over the bed, and a hundred microscopic pillows sit neatly arranged in rows. “Please, God, kill me if I ever live like this.”
I head in a little deeper into the heart of the sharp, glacial chill. It’s so cold it stings my flesh like a sunburn.
“What is this?” I ask out loud as though I might get some sort of answer.
The door to the closet is open. I’m immediately attracted in a morbid way to the dark gaping hole. It’s an icebox in here. You could hang meat. I pull the string dangling from the center of the walk-in and turn on the light. My mother and Tad have divided the closet down the middle. My mom’s clothes are arranged in no special order with the exception of long dresses toward the left, but Tad’s side reeks of anal. Dress shirts are scaled from black to white in color order. Who does that? Maybe a girl would do that—maybe a thirteen-year-old girl would color code her wardrobe, but a grown man? His pants are laid out the same way, even his shoes fan out in a depressed rainbow of color.
An icy bite of air circles around my left leg. It’s as though it’s speaking to me, telling me something. I crouch down and feel with my hand until I hit the back wall behind Tad’s shoes. It’s dripping wet. My fingers snag on a small lever. I pull it down opening a small door in the wall. I pat my hand around blindly and come up with a stack of paper.
I riffle through it, and my heart feels like it’s going to seize up, not to mention this piercing cold air has me feeling lightheaded.
A stack of hundred dollar bills—fifty, hundred dollar bills.
Shit! I never want to hear him harp about not having two dimes to rub together, again. The next time he does this, I might just say, no dipshit—we have Benjamin’s.
A waddle of newspaper clippings wrapped in a rubber band vies for my attention. I go to loosen the band, severing it accidentally.
Great.
I open them up and flatten them out with the palm of my hand.
A bunch of these are about Dad’s accident. The other three are clippings of a missing West Paragon High School girl. Chloe. Another one from last October, about this house being haunted.
I scramble putting everything back together the way I found it and shut it back in the tiny compartment.
I get up and start heading out of the room and run smack into Tad himself.



CHAPTER 37
Secrets
“GET A SMALL bottle or plastic bag and collect some of the moisture,” Logan instructs me over the phone.
I consider this a moment. Perhaps calling Logan with the odd news of what I discovered on Tad’s side of the closet wasn’t the best idea. Plus I had a mild heart attack when Tad walked back in to get his wallet. I told him I was just borrowing Mom’s hairspray and he didn’t bat a lash.
“You don’t get it,” I say. “The clippings were just weird. He’s psycho! I’m living with a lunatic.”
“I agree with you. The clippings are strange. But Skyla, listen to me—go right now and find something to capture that moisture. I’ll give it to my uncle, and he’ll analyze it.”
“Analyze it? It’s water.”
“It may be something more than that.”
“Like ghost water?” OK, that made no sense.
He expels a heavy sigh into the phone.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper.
“You did nothing wrong. Listen, I’m coming over.”
“You can’t come over. My parents will kill me.” And it kills me that I just referred to Mom and Tad collectively as, my parents.
The line goes dead.

Logan arrives seemingly on foot. He parked somewhere below Brielle’s driveway and appeared at the backdoor of the kitchen.
I give a small yelp when I see him waving. My hand flies up to my throat as I jump backward into the sink.
“You know I’m afraid to look out this door,” I scold as I let him in. Mia and Melissa are in the back practicing how to play spin the bottle for a party they’ve been invited to. I’ll have to teach them later how to manipulate it just perfectly, so the bottle lands square on the boy you want to kiss.
Logan and I head upstairs. He pulls a small glass vial from his pocket just like the one he took my blood in.
“You get a bulk discount on those?” I say sarcastically.
“With you around I might have to.” He gives a slight grin.
I take him straight into my parent’s closet, turn on the light and orient him to the exact area. It’s not so unearthly cold in here anymore. Before I can ask if it’s good. I hear my mother shout from the bottom of the stairs.
“Help unload the car please!” Her voice carries up the stairs.
Without thinking, I bolt out of the room and head downstairs in an effort to keep them from heading up. It would have been nice if I informed Logan of my plan. But he’s a bright boy. He’ll figure it out.
“Don’t just stand there like a statue. Get out there and grab some groceries,” Tad barks as he heads through the door.
A part of me wants to listen and run out to the minivan, but it’s parked so far away, and by the time I get back Tad might already be upstairs changing.
Mia and Melissa each come in with an armful of bags. Funny, I don’t see Drake in the familial equation. He’s probably upstairs with Brielle, bathing, or playing hide-and-seek, or whatever the hell it is they do. Drake is clearly the golden child who can do no wrong.
“Hey, young lady.” Tad snaps his finger toward the van.
“Oh God,” I mouth as I sprint down to the open trunk and grab the last of the paper bags. I make a mad dash up the porch and spill half the contents of a bag full of loose fruit. Who puts loose fruit in a paper bag?
I run the bags to the entry and place them on the floor in an effort to bolt back and gather the rolling apples and pears. I spot a bunch of bananas that have managed to fall under the slotted stairs. Shit! It’s going to take an entire millennium to scurry up the slope and retrieve them. I decide to ignore them and head inside.
I unload my bags onto the kitchen counter as Mom and Tad bitch about the lousy job the guy at the grocery store did of bagging up their stuff. Little do they know there are much bigger things to bitch about such as the boy I left stranded in their bedroom. I toss the fruit in a glass bowl mom has set out with a few heavily puckered apples already in it.
I fold the paper bags neatly and put them away, then stretch my hands out and yawn dramatically.
“I think I’ll catch a nap.”
“And where the hell are the bananas? I know I put them in the cart,” Tad complains as they both ignore my spontaneous monologue.
I take the stairs two by two and head straight into their bedroom. It’s not cold anymore. In fact the air is stuffy and stale like it usually is in here. I whip open their closet.
“Logan?” I hiss.
Nothing.
I take a peek in their bathroom, and that’s when Mom and Tad decide to walk in. He’s got his hands cupping both her breasts outside her shirt, and she’s laughing like she actually enjoys that perv touching her.
It’s a real deer in the headlights moment, with Tad’s hands dropping straight to his side as the expression falls right off Mom’s face. A small bit of vomit rises to the back of my throat.
“Just borrowing the hairspray,” I say, afraid the image will engrave itself in my brain as I walk past them.
Too late—already has.



CHAPTER 38
Passage
HE COULDN’T HAVE left, I would have seen him—someone would have seen him.
I lock my bedroom door. It looks as though there’s a body underneath my covers, but then again it always looks like that because I never make my bed.
“Psst?” I hiss walking carefully as though he might pop out at me. “Logan?”
A small sliver of light emerges from the line under my closet door, and I head on over.
I find Logan inside sitting Indian style, reading a book. Everything about him is perfectly serene. You could easily exchange the surroundings for a library, and he would fit right in.
“You should really consider putting a nice comfy chair in here. It’s a great place to take your mind off things and relax.” He tosses the book behind him. “Maybe a bean bag?”
“Funny.” I slide a pile of shoes to the side with my foot. “How are we going to get you out?” I well up with fear at the prospect of Logan becoming forever trapped in my closet.
“Don’t worry.” He hits the air brakes with his hand. “I’m sure you’ll bring sustenance when needed. And we can do this.” He pulls me down over him and presses in with a long searing kiss. “I want to show you something.”
“What?” I rub the palms of my hands across his chest in a series of small circles. The scent of laundry softener lights up my senses.
“Not that, but it’s a good idea for later.” He pulls us both to our feet. “Up there.” He points to the top shelf toward the back. “You have a chair we can stand on?”
I haul in the rolling desk chair that glides around like it’s on ice.
“I’ll hold it,” I offer.
Logan climbs on and reaches up toward the wall. His feet engage in a full swivel in both directions as my fingers slip off the back.
“Oops sorry,” I say.
“There might only be two of us left, Skyla. Please don’t try to kill me.”
“Really, are there only two of us left?” If we were the last of the Celestra then it would be our genetic duty to produce offspring—lots and lots of offspring.
“No, but at the rate they’re killing us, we might get there soon.” Something snaps, and the wall comes off in his hand.
“It’s a façade!” I don’t know why this thrills me.
“Most things are.” He hands it down to me, and I place it upright between my winter jackets. A sliding panel door bumps back, and there’s a two and a half foot wide opening. “Come on.” He urges me to climb up there.
“What is it, the attic?” I take his hands and let him help me up into the narrow dark opening.
“It’s,” he grunts as he pushes himself in after me. “It’s a locked off portion of it. Chloe didn’t know it was there until just a few months before she… discovered it by accident.”
“Oh.” A pinch of jealousy stirs hot inside me. “Were you trapped in her bedroom and in need of a way out?”
He doesn’t bother with a laugh. Instead he gropes around above me and a small bare bulb goes off.
I suck in a lungful of air. It’s beautiful. The walls are covered in a million paper butterflies—large, small, every color of the rainbow. It must have taken her hours, weeks, maybe even months to fill in all the bare spaces.
“This was her getaway. I was here once, and that was because she kept something I gave her, here.”
“You came to check on it?” I can’t help but bite into him a little each time he mentions her. I guess I am the jealous type, and I don’t really care if he knows it.
“I came to get it back.” His eyebrows give a gentle rise.
“So you have it?” I don’t even know what it is, but I love the fact it was something akin to the breakup collection agency more than it was a secret rendezvous.
“No she never gave it back.” His gaze wanders past the wall into oblivion, reliving the moment.
“What was it?”
“A pendant that belonged to my grandmother. Chloe said she wanted to give it back. And then she went missing and that was that.”
“I thought you said she let you in here, and she was going to give it to you?”
“I never said that. I said I’ve only been here once. It was after she was gone. Brielle took me up here when I told her Chloe had something important of mine.”
“Oh. Maybe she was wearing it—you know, when they took her.”
“She wore it for a little while, then she wanted to prove she didn’t need it. We had a fight and I never saw her wear it again. She told Brielle she was keeping it in her diary.”
“Strange place to keep jewelry.” My eyes narrow in on him. “Maybe she got rid of it or pawned it. Do you believe her?”
“She couldn’t lie to me,” he says serious.
Of course she could lie to him. Anybody can lie to anybody. It’s part of the rules of this game called life. Not that it feels good or it’s right or that anybody should do it, but it is possible. It’s like he thinks she was perfect. He has a serious case of a Chloe-based messiah complex.
“She could lie.” I match his over serious tone to the T. It’s comical, both of us here in a paper butterfly sanctuary created by his dead ex-girlfriend, having a spat over, of all things, the virtues of his ex.
“I think I like you jealous.” His lips curve into a delicious smile. He leans in and bites gently on my lower lip causing a full-blown meltdown in my stomach. We spend the better part of an hour making good use of the gorgeous surroundings—the inflexible sturdy floor. I don’t think I could ever stay mad at Logan.
A hard thump comes from below. I can hear my mother muffling something through the door.
“Just a minute,” I shout. “I have to go.” I hop back down into the closet.
“I’m leaving,” Logan whispers, hitching his thumb behind him.
I don’t ask questions, just throw a whole mess of clothes up there and pretend the butterfly room never existed.



CHAPTER 39
Lost
I WAIT UNTIL well after dinner, when my mom and Tad retire to their bedroom to do whatever freaky things it is they do back there, before barricading myself in my room. I not only take the routine precautions of locking the door, I slide the dresser against it to ensure no one will dare try to pound their way in. Next, I turn on the shower and let the water run in the event someone should come bang away, they might hear the water and figure I’m indisposed.
I don’t know what excites me so much about having a secret passage in my bedroom. My room is easily a hundred times the size of the tiny space embellished with butterflies, so it must be the secrecy of it all. I climb in just barely able to pull myself up on the shelf. I definitely need more upper body strength. Maybe this could be a weight room or something? I could do yoga or pilates. Then again the lack of fresh air and circulation might become an issue, already it’s so dank and muggy up here.
I flick on the light and drag up a spare throw pillow I plucked from off my bed and take a seat on it. Even the floor is unique, made of some kind of soft black vinyl, speckled with silver flecks. It feels like I’m sitting on stars, like I have the entire galaxy at my feet.
I pick on a loose thread on the side of the pillow. I’m getting so sleepy. It’s been such a long day.
I shift and lie down. It’s so easy to relax up here. I close my eyes and drift off to sleep.
When I wake up, I have this weird feeling in my brain like someone opened my skull and poured in a can of soda. Carbonated—it feels carbonated.
The light is off, which panics me into reaching for the pull cord, and thankfully it illuminates the cozy room once again. I turn to leave out the crawl space, and the exit is blocked.
Shit! I’ve been sealed in, probably by Tad.
I fudge it a little, and it slides right open, but the façade is back on.
“What the?” I push it out and it falls to the floor with a whimper. Besides, I pushed a five hundred pound dresser over the door and…wait—the water’s off.
I head out of the closet, and immediately notice the furniture’s been reconfigured. A brass bed sits where my bed was last, but it’s not mine, and neither is the dresser or the rug or the desk—or the girl sitting at the desk!
I slap my hand over my mouth.
Don’t
panic—I plead with myself as I step back into the closet. She’s got her ear-buds in and she’s spinning a pencil between her fingers.
It must be Chloe. It is Chloe. I recognize her from the pictures, the dreams. That must mean…oh, God, no. I can’t time travel. I don’t know the rules. What if I’m stuck here forever? Technically I already am here, safely tucked in L.A. And if it’s over two years ago, so is dad. I could catch a flight and go home and save him. I could be my own long lost twin or something.
I peek back out into the room. Her cell must have gone off because she picks it up and starts speaking into it.
Wait a minute…if she’s talking, why can’t I hear her? Oh my gosh. I’m broken.
A rush of panic flushes through me. I try to will myself to hear. Logan said all the gifts could be learned, but I had to believe—no doubt allowed. I can do this. I can hear Chloe.
I peer back out in the room at her. Great she’s laughing.
I squeeze my eyes shut and repeat, I can hear her right now. Over and over again until something pops in the atmosphere and I hear a cackle come from outside the door.
“You think I care what kind of car you drive? You could ride a bike, and I wouldn’t care,” she purrs into the phone. “Get white.”
White? As in a truck?
“Tell him to get black, silver is way too close.”
She’s bossing them both around. I shake my head in disbelief.
“I can’t. I have practice. But I’ll take a rain check. If I make tryouts I’ll let you buy me something nice.” She laughs again. “And if you make varsity, I’ll buy you something nice.” She laughs. “Me? I’m partial to jewels. Family jewels.” The sound of her chortling makes me wish I were deaf again.
She was joking. She threw in some stupid double entendre, and he gave her his grandmother’s pendant. And where did she put it? Her dumb diary.
I go to climb back on the chair and there isn’t one.
No chair!
Chloe passes right by me and I straighten stiff as a board against the frame of her closet—er, my closet. Whatever.
I hear the bathroom door shut. Impulsively, I dash out and snatch the chair from beneath her desk, which is ten times as heavy as the one I own, probably because her mother insists on buying something of quality and not succumbing to the ultra thrifty ways of her miserly new husband.
A silver sparkle catches my eye, and I pause on my way back to the closet. A round filigree pendant with a cut blue stone in the middle sits off to the side of her notebook.
He’s already given it to her. I reach over and pick it up. It’s so heavy.
The toilet flushes.
I tuck the pendant in my jeans and hightail it back to the closet with the chair. It takes me less than ten seconds to hop back in the hole and into the butterfly room.
Now what?
I start plucking at the butterflies while tears of frustration burn behind my lids.
Maybe I just need to sleep?



CHAPTER 40
Found
MY EYES FLUTTER open. There’s a hand on my shoulder shaking me, and for a minute I think it’s Mom, and that I’m in my own bed.
“Five more minutes.” As the words slip out of my mouth I can sense the stifled acoustic of my own voice smothering in the tiny space.
I bolt up and scoot back. I hit the wall so hard it feels like the pins holding up the butterflies have pressed through my flesh, and I let out a yelp.
“Shh!” Chloe brings her finger up over her mouth as her eyes narrow in on me, hard. “Who are you?”
She doesn’t seem at all alarmed—annoyed, yes, alarmed, no.
“Skyla.”
“Skyla?” She turns her head to get a better look at me as her expression dims. “And you’re from the past or the future?” She looks down as though she’s about to rip my throat out.
“How did you know?” I soften a bit. At least I don’t think she’s going to call the cops or kill me for sport.
“Doesn’t matter.” She fills her lungs with a hopeless breath. “Which one?” She seems more than curious, like it matters on a larger scale than I can comprehend.
“Future.”
She gives a hard blink. Chloe isn’t at all harsh and bitchy like I had imagined her. In fact she’s, I hate to say it—pretty nice.
“So I guess something happens to me.” She puts her fingers in her mouth and starts chewing her nails.
“Oh you shouldn’t do that it’s a hotbed of germs, plus guys hate it.” Wait a minute why am I giving her advice on guys? She’s dating my hot boyfriend as we speak.
“Stop. I’m probably dead anyway. What did you come for?”
I take that back, slight bitch.
“I didn’t come for anything. This is my room now, and I just found out about this, this…” I wave my hands around. “Whatever you call it.”
“Oh.” She takes it better than I thought. “So you don’t know how to use it.”
“Time travel? Are you…” I squint my eyes at her.
“I’m an angel.” She nods. “And it’s no coincidence you’re in my room. I bet you have my friends, my…” She lets the thought dangle not wanting to complete it. “Not that it’s important. Look, you wouldn’t be here unless you wanted something. What is it?” She snaps.
I shake my head incredulously. Then a light goes off in my brain. I dig into my pocket and pull out the pendant.
“I want this.”
“You bitch!” She snatches it back.
“I wasn’t trying to steal it. You flushed the toilet, and I needed to get back up here and plus…” I bite down on my bottom lip.
“Plus what?” Her lips blacken unnaturally.
“Plus…” I close my eyes a second. I really pray I’m not going to regret this. “Logan is searching for it.”
Her head picks up a notch as though she just noticed me, as though everything I had said before was blather, and now I had finally said the one thing she wanted to hear, or was afraid to.
“Well I’m not giving it to you.” She presses it against her chest. “How do I know you’re going to give it to him?”
“I swear.” I cross my heart and hold out my fingers.
“I’ll hold onto it, thank you very much.”
“Keep it in your diary.” It speeds out of me. I can’t believe this—it was my stupid idea.
“My diary? Who puts jewelry in their diary? What am I suppose to do? Notch out a hole like some common criminal?” She looks at me incredulous.
“Yes!” I touch my nose and point at her simultaneously. “And when you do that, be sure and put your diary in this room.”
She shakes her head vigorously.
“Why?”
“Brielle knows all about this room. I don’t want her reading it. And I don’t want you or anybody else reading it either.” She pulls back and inspects me.
“Michelle will. She’s the one who’s going to end up with it if you don’t hide it up here where no one will find it. She’ll give it to Logan and he’ll read it too.” I’m not making any promises. I might read it. I will read it.
Her head shoots back an inch with surprise.
“Logan can’t read it.”
“Personally, I don’t understand why you don’t just burn the darn thing and leave the pendant on the floor.”
A choking sound gets locked in her throat. She clutches softly at her neck, and tears well up in her eyes.
“It’s all that will be left of me. All my thoughts, all my dreams—ideas, a detailed list of people I hate.” She ticks her head to the side and shrugs. “No.” It comes out firm. “I can’t destroy it, but you have to swear to me you won’t read a word, or I will come back, and I will haunt you, and you will wish very badly that we never had this conversation.” Her finger sticks in my chest matching the intensity of the pins in my back.
“Done.”
She inhales sharply before bringing her hands to her hips. Reaching behind her she plucks at the smallest turquoise butterfly nestled in a bed of red makeshift flowers and plucks at it until a tiny door opens. Its pitch black in there, looks like it’s flocked or lined with felt. A few books and a small box lie stacked on top of one another causing me to look away quickly because I don’t want to snoop. Plus, I can always snoop later when she’s not around.
“It’ll be in here. I’ll put the pendant in the diary, and remember you can’t read a word.”
“OK. So how do I get back?” I rub my sweaty palms down over my jeans.
“Easy. I’ll send you.” A manufactured grin spreads wide across her face. She makes a fist and pulls back. I see it coming, and I still don’t believe she’s going to hit me, then—



CHAPTER 41
Mine
MY EYES FLUTTER open and I think I’m in bed, but the mattress is hard as a rock, and I remember exactly where I am as I sit straight up. The side of my face throbs and I pat the swollen flesh with my fingertips.
The passage door is open. I look down, and I see my chair and recognize my clothes and hear the shower water running. I’m so emotional I feel like sobbing.
The tiny turquoise butterfly catches my attention. I gently pull the knob like I saw Chloe do, and the door pops right open. It’s there. A fat book with bloated pages sits on top of the wooden jewelry box along with the same stack of books as I saw earlier. I hold the book to my chest and close the door to the secret compartment.
Out in my room, safe on my bed, I keep it curled to my chest for a good long while as silent tears stream their way down my cheek. What must she have thought when I left? Did knowing she was going to die take the fight out of her? What if I told her she was going to be tortured? Or that they would bury her body in a shallow grave at the bottom of Devil’s Peak? Would it have made a difference? Or what if she knew I was in love with her boyfriend? I wonder if she thought I was pretty?
OK, that last thought was completely uncalled for. I wipe the tears from my eyes and start in on the diary. It opens to the dead middle and there’s something wrong. I shag the book out over my bed. She glued the pages along the periphery of the entire text. The only way I’d be able to read this is if I had an X-Acto knife—very clever.
A small portion near the bottom is taped up and I can feel the pendant underneath. I tear it out from the thin veil of wrapping and caress it in between my fingers. Heavy— the stone is soft as butter. I bring it up to my lips and rub it over them until I can feel it, even when it’s not there. It’s beautiful. It must mean something though. What kind of value could it have that Logan is willing to move heaven and earth to get it? Just because it was his grandmother’s? I don’t think so. I get the feeling it’s something more.

I have to go to cheer practice. I have to.
I love that there is one thing in my life that neither my mother nor Tad can give me grief over.
Michelle, Emily and Lexy are fashionably late, so I hightail it over to the football field and flag down Logan.
He comes over pulling off his helmet, beads of sweat dripping down the sides of his face. He squints into a smile and leans in to kiss me.
Logan Oliver is hot—literally and physically.
“Something spectacular happened last night.” OK, that was a little more dramatic than I intended, but still.
“You found another room?” He teases.
“No. Is there one?”
He runs his fingers through the back of my hair. “No,” he whispers with a little laugh. “Actually I don’t have any idea. What was so spectacular?”
“Time travel!” I beam up at him.
The coach whistles over at Logan.
“I gotta go. Don’t ever joke like that. If you come in contact with someone, it could change things.” He presses in a quick kiss. “You could hasten someone’s death if you’re not careful.”
I watch as he runs back to the field.
I don’t know if I killed her, but I’m sure I took the fight out of her.

I wait until Mom and Tad go to bed. I place the dresser back over my door and turn on the shower. I climb into the butterfly room and arrange the four pillows I’ve dragged up here. Clutching at Chloe’s diary, I try my hardest to fall asleep. It’s funny how sleep doesn’t come when you want it—how it wants to hang out far too long when you no longer need it.
I can feel the passage of time. My lids flutter as I struggle to open them. I take in a deep breath of stifling air and sit up. The cover is back over the opening! I’m back.
I open the door to the passage extra careful not to scare her into having a heart attack or inspire her to toss a throwing star at me or something equally stupid, but deadly.
I can’t make out any noise, so I take a second to convince myself that I can hear. My ears fill with the sound of rushing water, then stabilize. I hop down and move to the edge of the closet. I see her out there with her ear-buds in, threading a pencil through her fingers.
Same day. I think.
She picks up her cell and plucks out an ear-bud.
The diary in my hand starts to shiver. It warms beneath my fingers then evaporates into nothing.
I did it. Chloe will never know I was here, and she can fight for her life. But what if she survives? I’ll be somewhere else. I might even still be on Paragon. Surely there’s another cursed house that no one wants to touch with a ten-foot pole that Tad can get at cost, right? But what if there’s not, and I never see Logan again?
“You think I care what kind of car you drive? You could ride a bike and I wouldn’t care.” She purrs into the phone. “Get white.”
Logan’s right there on the other line. Maybe while she’s in the bathroom I can call him back and give him my number?
I express my disappointment in one quick breath.
“Tell him to get black, silver is way too close.”
Get on with it.
“I can’t. I have practice. But I’ll take a rain check. If I make tryouts I’ll let you buy me something nice.” She laughs again. “And if you make varsity, I’ll buy you something nice.” She laughs “Me? I’m partial to jewels. Family jewels.”
Yes we know.
She walks passed me and heads into the bathroom. I speed over and start dragging the chair back. The pendant catches my eye again. It’s so pretty. Unique.
I look over my shoulder at the open mouth of the closet. People misplace things all the time. And Logan will thank me for it, plus no more Michelle.
I snake it off the dresser and stuff it into my jeans.
The toilet flushes.
I make a beeline to the butterfly room. I believe if I don’t fall asleep Chloe will come in and beat me. I can sleep. I can…



CHAPTER 42
Yours
IT WORKED! I hug all four of my pillows at once then hop back down to my bedroom. I pluck the pendant out of my pocket and kiss it with a squeal of delight.
This time I didn’t speak to Chloe, so she’ll have no clue what her future holds. A thick feeling of guilt coats me from the inside. I should have warned her. I should find out where this horrible thing happens and help her circumvent it.
I should also go back to my old life in L.A. and tell my old self all about this cool guy named Logan and how I have to force my mother to buy a house on Paragon…except one tiny detail, I don’t know how to get anywhere. And the simple fact I’m back in my own bedroom means that returning the diary and staying out of Chloe’s life, still yielded the same deadly results.
The pendant warms in my hand. At least I can give it back to Logan, and it’s good-bye Michelle.
I pick my cell up off my desk and flop on my bed.
I have something you want ~S
Less than ten seconds later.
Are you in the mood to give it away?
What? No! But yes!!! ~S
He’ll never guess in a million years I have the pendant. I’ll just tell him I found it in the secret compartment in the butterfly room.
Can you come over? ~S
Sorry.
Why not ~S
It takes a little longer than I like for him to get back to me.
I’m with M. @ the movies. She’s in the bathroom and I SWEAR this ends tonight.
I don’t text him back.

Later, in my angry dreams, I think I see Michelle. She laughs at me while waving Logan’s sweater like a flag.
Something soft and wet trails my neck and I struggle to wake up, trying to shoo the dog away. Then I remember with perfect clarity we don’t have a dog and I shoot out of bed like a pistol.
It’s Logan holding his hands up in the surrender position. He’s got a remorseful grin on his face and something rectangular tucked under his arm. He plucks it out and holds up the diary victoriously.
“You got it!” I say far too loud. I slap my hand over my mouth and motion for Logan to help me move the dresser against my door.
Once we finish, he passes me the diary.
“You read it?” I whisper.
“Not yet.”
It’s still bound with glue. Each page is petrified together, you can’t read it or add another entry—that means Michelle didn’t read it either.
I exhale hard. A lump forms in my throat. I know she’s been gone almost a year, but I saw her. I was just with her, twice this week.
I pluck the pendent out of my pocket and go to hide it in the palm of my hand, but the rough corner of it pricks me.
“Ouch!” The pendent ejects out of my hand and dances across the floor.
“You found it.” There’s a note of exceptional wonder in his voice. He picks it up off the floor and holds it out like an exotic specimen. “Where’d you find it?” He doesn’t take his eyes off it.
“I didn’t.” I meant to say, the butterfly room. I bring my fingers up over my lips.
“You took it?” He looks puzzled. “Time travel.” His face drains of all color.
It becomes quickly apparent that I’ve somehow botched things again.
“People lose things all the time,” I say.
“Not things they need to eat, and breathe, and see.”
“What are you talking about?”
“It’s a protective hedge.” He flips it in the air like a coin. A great look of sadness comes over him. “I wondered why she took it off. Why she put it in her diary of all places.”
I swallow hard. Chloe must have remembered something from my first visit. Clearly I have no clue about time travel.
“Here.” He opens my hand and places it gently down, stone side up. “Wear this. Don’t ever take this off. No Sector, or Fem, or Count can kill you. You’ll be impervious.” He gives a very careful kiss just above my left eyebrow.
Then leaves.
I head back to my bed staring—glaring at the pendant. So I’m the one who took her protective hedge away. I’m the one who turned her loose to an entire hoard of waiting evil. It was me all along.
Logan didn’t take her diary. Why were the pages still glued if I undid the first visit? Unless all I did was return the diary. And I’m starting to think I should return the pendant too.
I go over it six ways to Sunday, how I could possibly change things—help Chloe live—find my father and do the same.
I think of the woman hanging from the backdoor, the Fem and its horrid putrefied stench, the men in the wrong way lane, the fire. If I keep the pendant I can avoid an entire lifetime of grief. I could live without having to fear my death—captivity, which is worse than death, and then Gage would be right. I could glide into old age skydiving without a parachute every single day. Or I could do the right thing and give it back.
Tears fill under my lids. I watch the world distort at their command—wobble to and fro—quiver as though it were afraid for its life.
I know what I need to do.



CHAPTER 43
Family
TAD AND MOM decide since its Melissa’s birthday we should all go out to dinner. Melissa votes for the bowling alley, which Tad quickly rejects, and for that I’m thankful. The last thing I want is Tad and my mother near Logan. No thank you.
The Mexican restaurant in downtown Paragon is your traditional villa knockoff with sombreros and colorful paper doilies strewn about on a laundry line. It’s dark inside and immediately I like it. It’s the exact romantic, exotic environment I imagine Logan and I frequenting. Especially once school starts, since we’ll hardly see each other due to our nonexistent classes together. While I’m busy daydreaming about how handsome Logan would be illuminated by one of those small red candles, a pair of hands land flat on my shoulders.
“Hey.” It comes in a quick hot whisper.
I pivot around on my heels to find Logan nodding into me with a little more distance than I’m used to.
Gage appears, then his aunt and uncle.
“What are you doing here?” It takes everything in me not to lunge into a hug.
“Hopefully we’ll be eating.” He tweaks his brows.
“Skyla!” Logan’s aunt offers me her hand.
Glancing over I see Mom and Tad bearing down on me with loaded interest. So I introduce them.
My mother is enthralled with Logan’s Aunt Emma.
They jab on about textiles and textures, the rustic touch and other irrelevant things until the waitress calls out Melissa’s name.
“Why don’t you join us?” My mother asks. It sounds so genuine, not obligatory like you would expect it to be.
“Yes!” Emma beams back. “We would love to, right Barron?” He’s decidedly less enthused, but agrees. I can see Tad sweating financial bullets already at the thought of paying for an additional four meals.
Logan pulls me back by the elbow as everyone clears the waiting area.
“Where’s your pendant?”
“I…” I don’t really want to get into it.
“You don’t have a chain, do you?” He gives a sly smile and produces a long silver strand from his pocket.
“Excellent.” I take it from him nervously. “Wouldn’t it be funny if I secretly returned the pendant last night?” I force a giggle.
“It would be very not funny. It couldn’t help her now. But you, you’ll be safe.”
“You mean she’d still die?”
“Of course. It doesn’t change. Besides, the odds of going back to the exact same place and time are phenomenal. I don’t think it could happen.”
“So if I had…when I put on the pendant, I’m free of all things scary?” I hold up my hair while he attaches the clasp.
“And nobody will be able to kill you. Ever.”
I shut my eyes hard and cry a little over my stupid, stupid mistake.

If I hadn’t embarrassed myself before, I was working really hard at it now. You’d think I was at Chloe’s funeral the way I pushed my food around my plate and said two words the entire meal. Gage sits on one side of me, and Logan on the other. I feel slightly disoriented and dizzy from all the information Logan just pumped into my brain. If only he would have spelled everything out for me right from the beginning, I would have never gone back on my own volition.
Melissa can’t take her eyes off Gage. Its kind of adorable watching an unexpected bit of puppy love bloom, even if it is one sided. We sing to her and she blows out the candle sticking crooked out of the complimentary slice of flan. I’m sure Tad expects us to split it ten ways, so I’m not too stunned when he asks the waitress for extra spoons.
“Melissa, did you make a wish?” Emma asks politely.
“Yes,” she’s quick to answer. “I wish, when I grow up I marry Gage.”
A round of laughter circles the table.
I shake my head, still fogged up in a daze. “Actually, Gage is going to marry me.” I say matter of fact.
“Skyla!” My mother looks both surprised and miffed. “I thought you were seeing Logan?”
“I am. It’s twisted.”
When the check comes, Logan’s Uncle Barron insists on treating the birthday girl and covers the entire bill.
Everyone rises to their feet simultaneously. Logan shakes Tad’s hand then my mother’s.
“You mind if I treat Skyla to dessert? I’ll bring her home right after.” Logan asks still holding her hand in both of his.
“Not at all,” she says. “Take your time.” She leans into me on the way out. “I like him. Don’t blow it.”
Typical of my mother, not to have faith in me. What does she think I’m going to do? Burn down his kitchen? Cause a riff between him and his cousin? Return the one gift he gave me that could save my life? All of the above?
The waitress seats us at a table for two, nearby. Logan and I peruse the menu and end up ordering the deep-fried ice cream.
“I can tell my mother loved your parents.” My mouth drops as I realize what I’ve just said. Sure, remind him he’s got dead parents. Add it to the list.
“I know what you meant. I consider them my parents. To tell the truth I don’t really remember the original set.” He pulls a bleak smile.
“I’m sorry. That’s terrible.” The romantic vision I had is completely destroyed. “She was on the phone with you.” I add in a lowered tone. Why not go out with a big bang and upset him over his dead girlfriend, too? “When I saw her, you were picking out a color for your truck.”
“Oh,” his voice rises as though it were all coming back to him, “and she suggested Gage go with black. He never forgave her for that. It’s too hard to keep clean.”
It’s quiet again. The waitress brings our dessert and two spoons. We start in slow with the task at hand.
“This is really good,” I say without emotion.
“I know.” He’s not eating. He’s looking through me with those rare glowing eyes. It’s the secret I’m keeping that has him perplexed. He may not know, but he suspects everything.



CHAPTER 44
Mystery
AT BREAKFAST, TAD announces he’s decided to take my mother to the mainland for the day. I’m so thrilled I do a little happy dance underneath the table.
“And I hope all of you behave.” He says the last word aimed sarcastically at me.
“I’m not leaving the house. In fact, I’m not even leaving my bedroom.” Logan’s coming over today. I texted him and asked for a do-over after I fantastically ruined every aspect of last night.
“Great.” Tad produces a piece of paper from behind his back. “So you won’t have a problem signing this.” He lays it flat on the table before me and plops a pen down besides it.
“What’s this?” I ask picking it up.
It reads, I, Skyla Laurel Messenger, pledge not to have wild and out of control parties, or gatherings with two or more people without my parent’s full and final consent. I will not have boys over under any circumstance unless both parents approve and at least one parent is present in the company of said boy. I will not drink alcohol, nor will I allow my friends to consume alcohol on my family’s property. I will not do illegal drugs, nor smoke cigarettes, cigars, or Salvia. And lastly, I shall not have intimate relations without the bond of marriage while under my parent’s roof. If I should choose to become sexually active, I will honor my parent’s request and give proof of my selected choice of birth control…
I jump up from the table. And wave the paper in my mother’s face.
“Do you know about this?” I shriek. I knew Tad was sick and twisted, but now he’s exposed himself to my mother.
“I do.” Her lashes lower and her voice drops to her shoes.
“You do?”
“Yes. I went with him to have it notarized,” she adds, a little miffed at my questioning.
“You had this notarized? I can’t believe you. You’re both sick!” I throw the paper between the two of them.
“You’re out of control, Skyla.” Tad’s calm voice only sets me off even more.
“I’m not out of control. You’re out of control. You’re…you’re a freak! A cheap freak! Why do you have a stack of hundred dollar bills locked upstairs in your bedroom?” I clasp my hands on my hips. I’m going to let all the bombs drop and fall where they may. I’m sick of living with this uptight asshole, and when my mother hears what a nutcase he is, she will be, too.
“What are you talking about?” His head rotates in a half circle.
“And what about all those news clippings about this house being haunted, and the dead girl who used to live here?” Both Mia and Melissa let out a shriek. I step into my mother’s face. “I bet you didn’t know he has a news clipping of Daddy’s accident. If that’s not grounds for divorce, I don’t know what is,” I roar.
My mother’s head drops down into her chest and hangs there while she tries to absorb it all.
“Lizbeth, what in the hell is your daughter talking about, now?” His face turns purple when he says it, and a vein on his forehead pops from the effort.
“It’s mine, Skyla,” she groans. “The clippings and the money. They’re mine.” She lifts her shoulders to her ears.
“Are you hiding money from me? I thought we weren’t going to have separate accounts? What happened to what’s mine is yours, and what’s yours is mine?” He sounds like a child when he says it.
“It is. I swear it is. I like to have a little cash on the side in the event of an emergency. Everybody should have cash at the ready.”
“She said there were hundreds of dollars there. How would you feel if I hid hundreds of dollars from you?” He’s still changing colors.
“Well the way you don’t trust banks, it wouldn’t surprise me to find hundreds of dollars inside the mattress!” She yells.
“Why don’t you rip it open and find out!” He matches her velocity.
Mia and Melissa are holding each other huddled on the couch, crying, while Drake stands mystified in the hallway.
“What the hell’s going on?” he asks.
I pluck the paper off the floor and carry it over to him.
“Here’s some light reading for you courtesy of daddy.”
Stupid demented document.
I will never forget this.

How my mother can get up and leave with that monkey man stuns me. I let Logan in right through the front door, and lead him up to my bedroom. Both Mia and Melissa are locked in their room due to the high frequency of ‘ghost like noises’ the house has been experiencing according to them.
I lock the bedroom door behind us and set my comforter on the floor for us to sit on. I have the rug, but I haven’t vacuumed since we moved in, and I can hardly stand to walk on it barefoot let alone sit on it with Logan.
He lies flat on his back and lets out a groan.
“Hey, you’re not sitting.”
“Am I supposed to be sitting?” He glances up at me.
“Yes. It’s rule number, five hundred sixty-nine. When a boy enters the house illegally, he must be in a vertical position at all times.”
“Does that mean my pants have to be buckled, too?” He gives a loose grin.
“I’ll get you a copy of the aforementioned document so you can go over it with your attorney later.” I wave it over him like a flag.
“I broke my back on the field today. Is there an exemption for broken backs?”
“Oh yes, it’s under the no mercy law. Tad will personally kick you in the balls when you’re down, and you’ll probably be forced to like it.”
“Not funny.” He hikes up on his elbows. “I have something you might like though.”
“Oh yeah? What’s that?” Anything that doesn’t have to do with Tad is officially considered good news.
“The results of your blood test are in.”



CHAPTER 45
Proof
DR. BARRON OLIVER, the sign reads, as Logan and I await the test results in his office.
“Sorry for the delay,” he says, taking a seat behind the large mahogany desk.
He’s got a white lab coat on and a pair of spectacles. He twitches his lips as he silently reads the document shielded by a manila envelope.
Logan and I wait in eager silence of the long coming news. Whatever it says in that report, however much a percent I am Celestra, or even if I have mixed blood, it was a gift from my father. How I wish he could have been here with me, so we could discover our family secrets together. I bet he didn’t have any idea about all of the factions and variety of gifts.
“Good news.” He looks up at us over his lenses. “First about that moisture sample.” He takes off his glasses and bites down on one side. “Unusual amount of plasma.” He ticks his head at Logan as though the two of them are speaking some special language.
“What’s plasma?” I ask.
“What kind?” Logan taps his hand on the table.
“Plasma is the fundamental liquid component found in blood.” Barron says before looking over at Logan. “It was human.”
“What the heck is human plasma doing floating around my house? Is my house really haunted?”
“You’re a spiritual being, Skyla. Don’t you live in your house? Haunted is a relative term these days.”
“I don’t spray my plasma all over the place.” I shake my head. “Excuse me, but I’m a little more than freaked out. You think it was Chloe?” I ask Logan.
“No.” Barron answers for him. “It was more than likely one of the Fem minions doing the bidding of the Counts, I gather.”
“Why would they bother?”
“Why would they bother?” He parrots, amused at my line of questioning. “They would bother my dear”—he pauses to pick up the results from the blood sample— “because you happen to be a rare and wanted species. Your levels came in as pure.”
“How can I be pure if my mother’s not a Celestra?”
He shakes his head. “It’s impossible. Your mother must be a Celestra for you to be a pure breed.”
I swallow nervously. I don’t know which I dislike more, the fact I’m being compared as though I were a horse, or the fact my mother is indeed a Celestra and finds the need to hide it from me even after I grilled her.
“Pure.” Logan appears bewildered by the news. He looks at his uncle sternly, and they share a few brief moments worth of solemn expressions.
“It’s not good news is it?” I think the answer is obvious. In a perfect world there would be more Celestras, and the Counts wouldn’t feel threatened.
“Normally it wouldn’t be good news Skyla, but Logan tells me you have my mother’s pendant. Wear it. It’s the only one of its kind.”
“The only one?” Panic shifts in slow boiling circles just beneath my chest.
“It’s been passed down from the ancients—the heroes of old, the men of renown.” He presses into a polite smile. “It needs to be gifted to you for it to work. And Logan here generously gifted it to you at his own expense.”
I gulp down a dry pocket of air.
“I’m very thankful.” Mournful, is more like it. I’d love to blame Logan for not highlighting the finer points of Celestra 101, but it’s my fault for not heeding his warning to begin with. If I knew he was going to be right all of the time, I would have taken him much more seriously.
“So now that you have the pendant I don’t feel too bad sharing this last bit of unexpected news.” He breaks out in a genuine smile.
“What?” Logan leans in impatient.
“The blood sample has been stolen. There was a break in at the lab—after I ran the tests of course. It doesn’t surprise me. Those Fem’s can smell Nephilim blood from thousands of miles away. Put them on the right scent and it’s not a challenge anymore.”
“What do you mean, put them on the right scent?” I think I know, but I want to hear it from him.
“It means someone directed them to you first, then they went hunting for your blood. They probably found it in minutes. Decimated the lab.”
“That means they’re already after her,” Logan says.
“They will be until she dons the pendant.” He turns back to me. “And after that too, waiting for it to disappear from your neck. Oh, they would have a field day with you. You’re young and beautiful. They might even try to breed you with their kind to empower their gene pools.”
“Breed me? I’m not some animal you can lock up in a cage and force to have a litter of babies.”
“You are if they catch you. It’s a part of the price of being pure.”
A part of me wants to ask if by pure he means virgin. Because if my virginity ups my value in any way then by all means I’ll do whatever it takes to save my life. But I know better.
“Put that pendant on as soon as you get home.” Logan is stern and direct with me.
He chose my safety over his, just like he chose Chloe’s before me, and I’ve gone and ruined it. I’ll be dead soon just like Chloe.
I’ll tell my mother. She’ll hire a bodyguard for me. I’ll pull the money out of my college fund, only I don’t have one, and Tad would never agree to that.
Face it. I’m a dead girl walking.



CHAPTER 46
Change
TURNS OUT MIA and Melissa can’t keep a secret.
Tad and my mother have ‘somehow’ been apprised of the fact Logan was in my room and that I disappeared with him for several hours.
Since their initial tirade, they’ve been hitting websites like e-realestate.com pretty hard with various parts of the country on display—as in moving. They’re in a total frenzy trying to find permanent placement before school starts in two weeks. Tad is already talking about an all girls boarding school for me. Not that it would matter much without Logan.
It’s worse than death knowing I’ll be away from him. I’d rather be eaten by a thousand rotting Fem’s than leave him here in Michelle’s eager clutches.
I watch as the fog billows out the window in silent abundant bursts. The trees stand stoic in its wake, like dark foot soldiers at the ready, just waiting for a command. I don’t think we’ve seen the sun but twice the entire time we’ve been here. The thought of moving to some cheerful sunny location depresses the hell out of me. I like the moody, grey days. I like the cool of the fog on my skin, how you can inhale the day, swallow it down and make it become a part of you.
I see Brielle waving me over from her balcony so I head over without explanation to Tad or my mother. It’s not that I’m making a point to be rude, it’s just that I’ve sworn an oath to myself to never speak to either one of them again. And if they move, I won’t speak at all. There’s a comfort in my silence. It might be the one thing in my life I’ll ever be able to control. They can try to shake my vocal cords out of me if they want, but I’m not using them. I’ll be known as the mute girl forever more.
“Hey!” Brielle’s face contorts with panic. “What’s wrong?” She takes my head on her shoulder, pats it softly from behind.
“They’re going to move,” I hum into her shoulder. Her shirt smells faintly of bleach and a nice brand of softener my mother used to buy pre-Tad. It’s a frivolous expense I heard him once tell her. I wish she would let him know he was too, of the emotional variety.
“Who’s going to move?” Brielle sounds distressed as we take a seat on the dirty wicker bench.
“We are.” I thumb back at the house. “Can I move in with you?” I ask hopeful, knowing full well my parents wouldn’t allow it. I doubt at this point I could even spend the night, which reminds me, I should bring her a copy of the legal document they drew up on my behalf. I bet her mother would choke on her soy latte if she laid eyes on it. She might even spring for a lawyer in an effort to help me get legally emancipated from such barbaric circumstances.
“Yes. That would be a blast. And for sure my mom wouldn’t care about whatever has them miffed. Don’t your sisters love it here? And what about Drake? You can’t take Drake.” She spreads her hand in front of her in a mild panic. I watch mesmerized as her long pale fingers melt into the fog. I’ve never noticed before what pretty fingernails she has. Mine are so brittle they never make it past my skin.
“My sisters hate the house. They think it’s haunted. And Drake’s a moron. Nobody listens to him.” True and true. I take the blame for my sisters, but I stand by what I said about Drake. At the end of the day though, he’s not half bad, plus Brielle likes him and I like Brielle.
“Oh ho-ney!” She rubs my back over and over until her mother comes out to join us.
Brielle fills her in on the situation.
“Well you just got here. They need to give the place a shot. Its no wonder they think you’re acting out. You’re just trying to piece together this new life they gave you. I bet no one asked your opinion when they left L.A.”
Actually they did, but now that I think back, when they asked if
I was all for the move it was probably just a rhetorical question.
“Natalie’s having an end of summer party. Her parents have a beach house on the coast and she does this big bonfire every year. You’ll have to come. I’ll take you at gunpoint if I have to.” Brielle gives a small laugh.
“Gunpoint?” I muse. “It might be the only way.”

I call Logan with the devastating news. He doesn’t say anything for a real long time, and it makes me wonder if he’s still on the other line.
“It’s my fault,” he offers.
“No trust me. Everything is my fault these days.”
“I can’t believe this.” He blows out a breath. “I can visit.”
“I doubt they’ll let you.”
“We’ll apply to the same universities.”
“And if we don’t get in the same ones?”
“Paragon has an awesome community college.”
I perk up a little. We make a depressing round of small talk before hanging up. It’s probably better that I’m away from Paragon. I’m a walking time bomb. I reach over and snatch Chloe’s diary off my nightstand. I pull it in close to my chest and let it warm against my body.
I swore to her I’d never read it. I’m not really afraid of Chloe haunting me or even showing up in my dreams anymore. It’s like we’re old friends. I don’t think I’d mind it.
I roll around on my bed as sleep eludes me.
Wish I had that pendant. Wish I could give it back to Logan—keep it at the same time.
Wish it were Tad instead of me that this nebulous enemy was trying to kill.



CHAPTER 47
Spree
BRIELLE’S MOM, DARLA, has become the new go-between for me and my parents. She somehow gets them to let me have a sleepover with Bree tonight and attend Natalie’s party tomorrow. Clearly, she could sell snow to an Eskimo and sand to an Arab. The only concession being, that she would be present the entire time. It’s not her fault she forgot she had a date with her boyfriend. But she trusts us. It’s nice to be treated like an adult by somebody.
“What exactly does your mom do?” I ask fanning my nails back and forth over my head. I convinced Brielle we should both have black fingernails for tomorrow in expression of our deep, deep mourning over me leaving. I actually heard mom say she was glad she didn’t unpack the last of the boxes and how much she didn’t look forward to starting the process all over again.
“She works in real estate. She wasn’t the one who sold your parents the house, but she was amazed they bought it sight unseen.”
“Tad’s stupid that way,” I say chipping off a dried bit of paint from off the fleshy part of my thumb.
“You really think they’re going to send you to an all girl’s school?” Brielle would probably have some sort of hormonal meltdown if she had to do that. It would be like sequestering the fox from the chicken coop.
“If it costs money, no. Tad can squeeze pennies from his ass. And he won’t spend a single one of them on me.” I pull my knees up and smooth out my long white nightdress. “I found Chloe’s secret room.” I wondered why she hadn’t told me about it herself, but I figured maybe it was too painful, too many memories, or that it was their space.
“Are the butterflies still there?” She stops fanning her nails midair.
“All of them.”
A steady set of heavy footsteps rises slowly up the stairs.
Brielle and I head into panic mode and sit up, each in our own corner of the bed.
“Who’s there?” She shouts.
I break free from my paralysis and slam the door shut before they have a chance to answer.
“There’s no lock!” Her voice shrills out to nothing.
I pan the area, but there’s no dresser, not one thing of great heft that could keep someone out. A pair of black oversized scissors garners my attention. I leap over to the desk and arm myself.
A slow methodical knock, rasps against the door.
Brielle lets out a bloodcurdling scream before ducking under her pillow.
My heart thumps unnaturally, like a thousand wild horses trampling through my bloodstream. I try to steady my breathing, try to ignore the thought of mom and my sisters mourning me at my funeral—Logan—his disappointment in me when he realizes I don’t have the pendant. All I know for sure is I’m going to kill the beast on the other side of the door. I’m going to start stabbing and not stop. I’m going to show the Counts that I’m willing to fight. I’ll fight harder than Chloe, if she even fought at all. I’ll make it impossible for them to keep me for two weeks alive. And I promise on my father’s grave, no one is going to breed me like a dog in a kennel.
The door swings open and a tall man in a trench coat stands erect and threatening less than a foot away. Screaming at the top of my lungs, I plant the first puncture deep in his flesh right above his stomach—dead center.
He doubles over and lets out a yell as he falls to his knees. I jab wildly at his back, but I can’t penetrate his leather coat. Before I can go for his eyes, Darla shows up and binds my wrist with her hands, while joining me in a series of wild primitive screams.
“Shut up! Shut up!” I hear her shout. “Darrell!” She rolls him over and he lets out a groan before passing out. She looks right at me. “Call 911. I think you just killed my boyfriend.”

Tad and Mom sit stunned across from me at the kitchen table.
The police officers actually commended me for defending myself so well. Since we weren’t expecting anyone, naturally we thought he was an intruder. Of course I thought I knew he was a Fem hired out to kill me for my pure angelic blood, but I don’t share any of that information because it sounds ludicrous, and the psych ward at Paragon Hospital isn’t exactly where I want to sleep tonight, or any night ever.
“Were the two of you drinking?” Tad asks rather morbidly.
“No. I don’t drink.”
“Smoking weed?” He continues with his exceptionally calm inquisition.
“I don’t do that either. And no we weren’t doing anything, but our nails.” I hold up my black smudged fingertips trying to ignore the fact I probably still have blood encrusted in them.
“If he decides to press charges, this could go on your record.” My mother is in a genuine state of panic.
“He’s not going to. The officer I talked to said it was self-defense, and I won’t get in trouble. Besides, they said it probably wasn’t more than a flesh wound.”
Tad shakes his head. “It’s like you’ve become this huge liability overnight. Did it ever occur to you to ask who it was?”
“We did.” I think Tad’s the liability.
My cell goes off, and it’s a text from Logan.
I’ve long suspected you were lethal.
I slip my phone back under my thigh. I don’t feel like ticking off Tad or my mother anymore by texting while they try to break me.
“We think you need counseling, Skyla.” My mother measures her words. Her cheeks have hollowed out since we’ve been here, and she has dark circles under her eyes the size of half dollars.
“We met with a local therapist a few days ago.” Tad interjects. “It was just a consult. We never imagined you were capable of something like this, but now I’m afraid we’re going to have to insist.”
“I don’t have any problem going to a therapist.” If he’s on Paragon, they’ll have to stay.
“I’m really glad you feel that way.” Tad gives a sad smile. “We called him a few minutes ago. He thinks we should bring you in for a full evaluation this evening.”
“It’s two in the morning. What kind of doctor works at this hour?” I ask. Something doesn’t smell right.
“Actually,” my mom says with tears in her eyes. “He wants you to check into the hospital so you can have a goodnights rest when he’s ready to see you.” Her lips twitch. Her lips always twitch when she stretches the truth.
“Are you taking me to the psych ward?” Words I never thought would come from my lips.
“Yes.”



CHAPTER 48
Spooked
PARAGON HOSPITAL LIES smack in the center of the island. The fog has rolled back into the sea, and I see the bare naked landscape under the harsh disclosure of a sharp white moon.
Tad confiscated my cell phone before we left the house. I wasn’t allowed to say bye to the girls because they were sleeping. Drake came out looking sleep deprived, and when they told him where they were taking me and why, his face bleached out.
The doctor will probably discover things about me I never knew—that I’m a killer and lock me up forever. I really believe that somehow I killed Chloe. Even if I wasn’t responsible for the destruction of her life, I hastened it just like Logan implied.
We pull into a tall rectangle of a building. A glossy white brick path leads into a set of double sliding doors, and a blast of warm air hits me. I hadn’t even realized I was cold.
The elevator goes up for days, spits us out onto violent red carpet and a reception area with a nurse out front. A set of double wood doors with tiny, boxed shaped windows is the only other thing around.
A male nurse in bright blue scrubs emerges from inside. He holds the door open and extends his hand for us to enter.
I’m part way inside before I notice my mother and Tad aren’t trailing. Tad is already pushing the button for the next set of elevators, and my mother gives a silent wave as the nurse shuts the door behind him.
They weren’t going to come inside. No long, drawn out goodbye, no kiss from my mother—just a half hearted wave goodbye—the cold slam of the door.

Tears fill the crook of my arm. I lay on a glorified elongated box that’s bolted into the floor with no sheets and no pillow, locked in a dark room by myself.
“Skyla.” A familiar voice originates from the side.
I jump back and scream. There’s a small ray of light beaming in from the nurses station.
“It’s me, Gage.”
I rush into his arms and collapse in a fit of heaving sobs.
“I can’t stay.” He whispers into my hair. “They’ll check you every fifteen minutes. Logan wants you to go to sleep. He can visit you there.”
“He can? Why didn’t he tell me?”
“He was saving it.” He tightens his grip on me. “They’re coming. Goodnight.” He presses his lips against my forehead until he disappears.
I use the back of my arm as a tissue and wipe a long streak of snot across the entire length of it. I still haven’t showered. I can feel the sticky residue of blood in places I missed, high up near my elbows, the crevices of my wrist. Lying back down, I start to drift into beautiful dreams that will soon be filled with Logan.

Logan dreams us near a crystal blue lake on a bright summer day, in some other place far from Paragon where the sun isn’t afraid to shine.
We wrap our arms around each other on a grassy knoll so steep we’re almost vertical.
“Comfortable?” He asks wiping the tears from my eyes.
“Yes.” My voice sounds muffled, and I wonder if it has anything to do with me being locked in a padded room.
“You’re going to be fine.”
“Did Gage say so? Why didn’t I think of that? I should have made Gage tell me everything about my future.”
“It’s not right of him to do that.” Logan strokes my hair. It calms me down. Makes me want to stay in this dream forever.
“I’m desperate,” I say.
“You don’t need to be. Take in the Master’s peace. He wants this anxiety, give it to him.”
“I don’t know how to send it.”
He lies back on the emerald lawn. A deflated balloon appears on his fingertips.
“What’s that?”
“Your anti-stress agent. Imagine all of your stress filling up this balloon. Come on.” He urges.
I imagine all of the anxiety, the fear, the hurt, rejection, loneliness—grief, filling up that balloon.
In one fell swoop it bloats the size of a basketball. Logan ties it off on the bottom and simply lets go.
“There it goes.” He says mock shooting it with his fingers.
We watch as it reduces in size, as it turns into a speck and blinks out of existence. The celestial blue of the sky is increasingly deeper near the northern portion—stars are visible—right here midday.
“It’s done.” I feel lighter from the effort. “Thanks.”
“Don’t thank me.”
“Right. Thanks,” I call up to the sky.
There’s so much more I don’t understand. So many more balloons to fill in this lifetime. I wonder how he has time to hear them all or if they accumulate around him until he’s overwhelmed. I imagine I’ll get to ask him myself one day. He’ll show me a pile of decimated latex, and I’ll get to thank him all over.
We fall asleep safe in one another’s arms. Logan and I intertwined. I don’t think I’ll ever sleep alone again.



CHAPTER 49
Out
BREAKFAST IS SERVED in the dayroom with a group of individuals who are either stoned or genuine zombies.
A nurse, with a severe case of adult acne, supervises with a clipboard, circling the table in a rotational manner that actually makes me dizzy.
All of the windows are barricaded with either wood framing or some kind of metal bars that make long rectangular patterns alternating with shorter squares, and some of those are in color.
Along the back wall, a giant piece of butcher paper is taped up behind the television. It’s a picture of a cabin by a lake with a boat bobbing in the middle, all done in magic marker, and it reeks of third grade. This is what my life has come to, breakfast with zombies and finger-paints.
A short woman dressed in an over cheery shade of pink, slaps a plastic tray with a covered dome in front of me. I pull the lid off ready for the big reveal, hopeful for something palatable even though I’m not that hungry. It’s a small bowl of white foamy mush, a piece of burnt toast, and a small portion of lumpy scrambled eggs that smell like a wet dog. I replace the dome and sink down in my seat.
Without asking, the rather over eager zombie to my left glides my tray over and grunts into it. He quickly dumps my portions into his own tray and slides mine back empty.
Great. Guess I’ll wait for the next fresh serving of brains.
“Skyla Messenger?” A slim man with dark hair and thick-framed glasses leans into the dayroom clutching at my chart. “Come with me, please.”
I follow behind him a good two feet, down the never-ending hall. I can feel the air rising up through my pale yellow gown, my sticky-back socks catching on the carpet all the way over.
He unlocks an over-bright room equipped with two seats and a table, asks me to be seated before clicking the door shut behind us.
“Dr. Booth.” His face brightens. He’s got tiny brown eyes shadowed by furry brows, and he’s just now starting to remind me a little of a teddy bear. He flops the chart on the table and folds his arm high up on his chest, examining me.
“Am I supposed to say something?”
He shakes his head rather bored. It’s like the door shut and he’s loosened. He probably does this with all his patients. He’s nothing more than a big fake that bilks insurance companies. He’ll probably want to keep me locked up for the next five years to insure his annual Hawaiian vacation.
“I want to go home,” I say weak.
“I’m going to let you, but first we need to have a little talk.”
A surge of adrenaline percolates through me. He’s going to let me go home!
“Yes, anything.” I’ll make stuff up, tell him whatever he wants to hear, just get me out of here.
“I know who you are, Skyla. I know you’re a Celestra.”
Oh God. Oh no. He’s one of them. Tad sent me right into the arms of some psycho Count who wants to kill me. He’s probably going to keep me locked up for good, and issue a battery of blood tests until I have none left.
“I’m Levatio.” He gives a tiny laugh and offers his hand.
“Really?” I shake his hand. “One of my good friends is Levatio!” I’m surging now. I’ve beat Tad at his own game.
“Gage Oliver,” he says knowing. “I’ve known the Oliver’s from times and times past.” He widens his ultra calm smile.
“So you’re going to let me go, right?” Maybe he can convince my parent’s I’m totally sane, lock Tad up instead.
“I’ll let you go, but I might have to incarcerate you from time to time just to make it look good.” He stretches his smile then snaps it back to the way it was.
“What?”
“Kidding.” He pats me on the arm before leaning deep into his seat. “I know the problems you Celestra have. You’re the one client I’ll have to pay special attention to. Logan mentioned you have a hedge pendant?”
“Did. I sent it back in time.” It sounds insane even to say it. “Please don’t tell. I want to be the one to tell him.”
“Barron mentioned your blood was stolen from the lab. It means the Countenance has access to your full genetic code. They’re going to want to stop you from ever having children if they don’t kill you first. But that’s not a worry for today. And they’ve certainly let other Celestra live. If they were to wipe out the entire race it might ignite a civil conflict.” His forehead creases dramatically and a look of genuine worry crosses his face.
“How many are left?”
“I don’t know, but the numbers aren’t impressive.”
“Please, just send me home.” I pick off the polish on my fingernails. It’s a nervous habit, and since I’m prone to being nervous I don’t usually wear nail polish to begin with.
“I’ll have the nurse return your things. I’ve already called your parents. They’ll be here momentarily. I’ve told them I’d wave my office fees since your insurance doesn’t cover all of it. Your stepfather was so thrilled he mentioned it might be worth hanging around.”
“As in not move?” I don’t believe this. It’s too good to be true.
“Here’s my number.” He slides over a card. “If you need anything, and I mean anything, I’m more than willing to help you. My great grandmother was a Celestra.” He nods with pride.
“And what happened to her?”
“She married a full blood Levatio, so they left her alone.”
He leads me back out into the hall, shakes my hand, and tells me I’ll see him as minimally as possible.
I change into my clothes, and the nurse unlocks the door. My mother is alone at the end of the hallway by the window. I go over to her, and we watch the rain on the other side of the glass together in silence.
“Skyla.” She pulls me into a big weepy hug. “Will you ever forgive me?”
“Of course.” I feel lighter than air being outside of those double locked doors.
It’s Tad I won’t forgive.



CHAPTER 50
Escape
THE GIRLS STILL believe I spent the night at Brielle’s. No one told them otherwise so they were none the wiser. Drake, on the other hand, invites me to his room in an effort to pick my brain for hours.
“Did they strap you to the bed? That’s standard protocol.” He adds as though he were preempting my answer.
“No. They put me in a room with a bed and no pillow. I had to sleep in a gown.”
“A gown?” He asks incredulously. “You could have hung yourself with a gown.”
“Yeah, well I didn’t. I don’t think there was anyplace to hang myself from.” Not that I’d use that as a means of transportation to the nether world. It’s disgusting. And according to years of lingering in the back of a church—heavily frowned upon.
“Did they force feed you meds?” He’s gripped. With a father like Tad he might find out firsthand how it all plays out in there.
“They didn’t give me any.”
“No meds?” His brows narrow dramatically.
Obviously I’ve let him down with this bit of information.
“No, they just took turns beating me with a stick. Then the other patients tried to eat my brain for breakfast. That’s where they keep the real zombies, you know.”
Drake has gone from the world’s biggest enthusiast to completely unamused.
“I’d love to sit and chat, but I’ve got a party to go to.”
“Natalie’s party?” I push back on his bed a notch. It’s on the beach, which I’ve never seen because Paragon seems to be locked in a fog tunnel. “I want to go.”
“You are nuts. You’re never going anywhere again.” He plucks a t-shirt from out of his dresser.
“But it’s the end of summer.”
“It’ll be the end of your life if you go.” He pulls out a pair of jeans from his closet. “I gotta change.”
I roll my legs off the bed, landing on the cool of the hardwood floors.
I’m not going miss the biggest party of the summer. I may only have months to live. Besides, what’s the worse that can happen if I go?

It turns out Tad has another notarized copy of the one I destroyed. I don’t hesitate signing the agreement this time, just before everyone sails off to bed. It’s not like I’m going to do any of those things anyway, and sneaking out of the house is not listed so I won’t be breaking code. Plus if it gets him off my back I’d sign ten of them.
In the butterfly room I press against the walls until I hit a seam of cold air and push. A small doorway opens, and I’m in the attic. I hold out my cell phone for light, and tread along the planked pathway until I hit the window facing Brielle’s house. I can’t remember what’s outside the window. I lift the glass and am more than impressed to find a small landing that leads to a lower roofline that leads to the porch. They all look doable this way, but I’m not so sure about coming back. Then again Logan did it. Never mind the fact Logan just so happens to have the strength of a hundred Sumo wrestlers.
Brielle and Drake are already in her Jeep. Drake looks terrified as though my lawless behavior might rub off and cost him a night in the psych ward, too.
We take the coastal route. It’s magical at night with the moon spraying its light across the water. I can’t wait to take a nice relaxing walk with Logan, feel the sand between my toes. We can skip rocks and cuddle by the fire, roast marshmallows on the open flame.
“I have the very distinct feeling of foreboding,” Drake announces in a dramatic fashion from the back.
“So like, you want me to pull over so you can puke?” Brielle contorts her features with utter disgust.
“No, foreboding,” he repeats. “It means eminent danger, misfortune up ahead. I’ve felt like this before and bad things happened. I’ve got this sixth sense for danger.”
“So I’ll drive slow. And I won’t drink. Arrive alive.” Her voice ends on an up note.
The possibilities of Drake’s premonition jag in my brain like an out of control train. How come I don’t feel any of these things? Shouldn’t I be the one with some built in warning system?
The radio goes to static, and Brielle leans in and switches it off.
A car stalled on the side of the road garners our attention. The hazards are blinking and there’s a woman scissoring her hands wildly into the air.
“Looks like she needs help.” Brielle doesn’t hesitate to pull in behind her.
“Are you nuts?” I ask. “She could have a gun or be an ax murderer. It’s eleven thirty at night. We don’t need to be helping anybody.”
“Relax. She probably just needs to borrow my cell or something. It’s not L.A., sheesh.” Brielle gets out and walks over. The woman steps into the beams from Brielle’s headlights. There’s something familiar about the woman’s wild frizzy mane. Brielle pulls her cell out of her pocket and hands it over.
“Look’s like she was right,” I say looking back at Drake.
A pair of headlights slow and pull in behind the Jeep.
“Looks like help has arrived for the helpers.” Drake leans back and closes his eyes.
I watch as a large framed man comes over to the driver’s side window.
Brielle is so right. I would have had ten thousand panic attacks by now if this was L.A., but it’s Paragon. Paragon, where you could probably walk the streets alone, barefoot and naked, and still nothing would happen to you.
The woman standing with Brielle walks up toward the front of the car. She looks right at me and starts in on a spasmodic wave.
A scream gets locked in my throat. It’s her! The woman, the ghost—the whatever who hung herself outside my kitchen door!
I start in on a spasm of wild panting and pointing.
“What?” Drake leans into the front seat.
A man jumps out of the shadows and snatches Brielle, stuffing her into the backseat of the car.
Without warning the woman jumps into the driver’s seat of Brielle’s car, and a man appears next to Drake.
I don’t think the back door ever opened.
I don’t think either of them are human.



CHAPTER 51
Taken
WE DRIVE FOR miles through the backwoods of Paragon. Drake is bound and gagged, and both our cells have been confiscated. The guy in the backseat who happens to be wearing a black ski mask has managed to secure my hands behind my back with plastic ties and placed a blinder over my eyes.
After a long, severely bumpy ride, the car crawls to a stop, and the driver’s door opens. The night air is heavily scented and reminds me of an Italian seasoning my mother uses that I absolutely hate.
The bandana gets ripped off my head and part of my hair with it.
“Ouch.” I see the woman’s car from the side of the road just up ahead, so that must mean Brielle’s here too. I look around for signs of either Bree or Drake, but it’s eerily quiet. They’ve both mysteriously disappeared.
“Come on.” The masked man plucks me from the car. He pulls at me to follow, but I’m stuck. My hands are catching on the seatbelt. When he strapped the makeshift handcuffs on me, he didn’t realize my belt was still on.
“Get her hands out.” The woman hisses.
Her face is an odd shade of grey and her hands are skin over bone with long knobby fingers that look twice the size they need to be.
“I can’t, it’s stuck and these things are a bitch to get off. I need a knife.”
“Then get a knife!” She shrills into the night air eliciting a series of echoes.
He reaches into the ground and opens a small door. I watch in amazement as the hole in the earth lights up, and he descends down a stairwell.
It’s some kind of underground passage. Who’s ever going to find me down there?
The lone baritone chirp from a high up branch adjacent to where I’m standing captures my attention.
It’s the raven! I remember how Logan put his finger to his mouth and pointed toward the east, and the bird took off and sent Gage over—only my hands are bound. I doubt I’ll be able to do the same thing. I swear it’s looking at me—watching.
Go
and
get
Gage. I think right at the bird. It’s Gage’s bird, I surmise. It’s always a precursor to when I see him. If Logan had a cool bird like that, I’m sure he would have told me. Actually I take that back. Apparently he’s not above saving tricks for later.
Go
and
get
Gage! I shout as hard as I can in my mind. Still nothing.
I can almost hear Logan telling me gifts can be learned. Right now I want to learn to talk to birds. I hear Logan whisper the word believe into my subconscious. OK. I shut my eyes tight. I believe you will get Gage for me now. I look up, still nothing.
It’s funny, but I do believe this. I do believe the bird is going to get Gage, and I’m going to get out of this mess, and everything’s going to be just fine.
Just then the bird takes off and a swell of relief fills my chest.
I let go of a huge breath I didn’t even realize I was holding and give a hint of a smile.
A giant man in a ski mask comes right at me.
“No.” I shake my head.
He holds up a machete and grunts as he slices the seat belt right off my shoulder from the back.
All of the relief I felt a moment ago has drained. I let out a scream as he picks me up and carries me below the surface of the earth.

Long, winding corridors—spacious corridors at that. It’s well lit, painted stark white with matching glossy floors. It reminds me a little of West Paragon High, and I have a gut feeling Logan and I aren’t going to have any classes together down here either.
“Can you let my friends go?” I don’t dare call Drake my brother. They’d drag him off to the chop shop if I even implied it.
“Shut up. I hate the sound of your voice,” the woman snaps. Her flame-red shaggy hair billows out as her voice continues to echo.
“What’s wrong with my voice?” Actually I didn’t mean to say that out loud, I was more—
“Silence,” her caustic screech ricochets off the walls.
I hate your voice I want to tell her.
“You’re going to love it here.” She motions to a stark white room with a large stainless tray that strikingly resembles the one Logan showed me at the morgue.
Shit! I wiggle like mad to free myself from the strong mans grip.
The woman opens a tiny door in the back and I fall in like a sack of potatoes. I look back to see her waving before shutting the door. A small glass window shows them moving around, sliding a tray on casters with an assortment of sharp tools toward the metal bed. The guy with the mask pours a dark red liquid inside it and starts scrubbing it down.
“They’re sanitizing it,” a male voice whispers from behind.
“Gage!” I cling to him so tight I think I’m going to push through.
“Logan’s on his way.”
“Can’t you just zap me out of here? I’ll believe it and everything,” I sputter the words in a desperate panic.
“It doesn’t work like that.” He reaches over to the plastic ties binding my hands and I feel a release of pressure. He holds up a set of tiny pliers before slipping them back into his pocket.
“So you can never be contained? No one can ever trap a Levatio?” That’s the first gift I’m going to learn.
“Not true. All they have to do is touch me and I can be bound.”
The door behind me rattles. I can see her red fiery hair rising in the window. My arms fall loose to my sides as Gage blinks out of the room.
“We’re ready,” she sings.



CHAPTER 52
Tinder
“LET GO OF me!” I shriek as the masked man drags me over to the table. “No!” I yell. He places his hand over my mouth and I bite down hard.
“Hey!” He barks plucking his finger from my teeth.
While he inspects his wounds I take the opportunity to lift my knee aggressively into his crotch. He lets out a slow moan, moving to the side like an injured puppy. I don’t see scary lady with the freaky bad hair, so I bolt out of the room and start running down the hallway.
What if I was supposed to go left, and I went right? I come upon a series of shut doors, and I’m too afraid to open them. I can’t help Brielle or Drake. I’m a lousy angel. And who asked me if I wanted this, anyway? Soon as I get out of here I’m going to get a blood transfusion. I want out—out of this crazy hamster maze, away from bat-shit crazy people who want to kill me. I never asked to be a Celestra. I never wanted this. If I didn’t come to Paragon and meet Logan I’d still be living my clueless life back in L.A. where I’d be shopping and hitting the beach and probably getting killed trying to navigate a twisted L.A. freeway…like my father.
I stop running. I’m not sure, but I think I made a revolution around the place— only the door to the slaughter house is now closed. It’s no use. They’re probably watching me on their security cameras, or using their sixth sense, while I wear myself out.
Gage where are you? I shout into my mind with all my might.
God, help me.
A slight buzz erupts just beneath my feet.
Huh?
It happens again. It’s not an earthquake. I’m familiar with those. This is right underneath my shoes. I take a step forward and it happens again, but stronger. I start walking and it picks up, but when I go to make a left down the hall it stops.
Should I follow the buzzing? Are buzzing feet good or bad? Good vibrations. Is that what this is?
Gage? I continue to follow the buzz. If I’m going to get sliced and diced, I may as well get a free foot massage out of it.
The vibrations increase. They file through my leg and up my torso, rattling my bones. It’s probably some slow form of electrocution, and I’m too hopped up on adrenalin to notice. The vibrations expand into deep sweltering waves. They ride up my body until I start to feel a familiar rhythm in my brain, something…I can’t put my finger on it. I’ve done this before.
I clasp the side of the hall, lean into it and feel the cool of the wall against my cheek. Feels like I’m falling asleep on my feet, like I’m tumbling through the air in a freefall.

The radio goes to static, and Brielle leans in and switches it off.
A car stalled on the side of the road garners our attention. The hazards are blinking and there’s a woman scissoring her hands wildly into the air.
“I’m back,” I pant in disbelief.
“Looks like she needs help.” Brielle starts to pull in behind her.
“No! You have to drive. Trust me on this,” I scream, navigating the car back out onto the street. “She could have a gun or be an ax murderer. It’s eleven thirty at night. We don’t need to be helping anybody.” I scramble for my phone to call Logan.
“Relax. She probably just needs to borrow my cell or something. It’s not L.A., sheesh.” Brielle tries to pull over again.
“You can’t do this!” I shout. “She’s going to kidnap you. I saw the whole thing. You were right Drake, something very bad was about to happen.” My chest heaves in and out in a dramatic fashion. I’m sure I’m making no sense to them, but I just got released from the psych ward, and I haven’t spent my insanity allowance yet.
“OK, relax. I know you can’t wait to see Logan. I’ll get you there. Besides, look.” She points into the rearview mirror. “There’s another car already helping. See? It’s not L.A.” She picks up speed and continues down the road.
Not L.A. that’s for damn sure.

Logan, smart boy he is, greets me with a luxuriously long mouthwatering kiss. My toes dig into the cool sand below as the heavy smoke-filled scent of the bonfire swirls around us.
He pulls back and relaxes his hands around my neck. His eyes glitter as they focus in on mine with great ferocity.
“You are not going to believe what just happened.” Truthfully I don’t even want to talk about it. The words sort of flew out of my mouth without permission.
“Skyla, I know.” His fingers sink into my shoulders. “What you’re experiencing is called a Treble. It means this reality is temporary, and things will be changed back to the way they were before you left.”
“No!” My body begins in on a series of involuntary quivers. “Drake and Brielle are there, and I don’t know where they are.” A rise of panic starts ripping through me as my teeth start to chatter.
“Tell me something about where you are so I can find it.”
“I’m underground. It’s…we drove along a bumpy road, and there was a forest.” I close my eyes. I’ve just described all of Paragon. “Don’t you have some underground detection kit or something? It’s a facility. It has a steel table like the one from the morgue. Do something!” I’m shaking uncontrollably. “Call the police.” My arms vacillate before me, transparent as velum. “Don’t let me go Logan. I don’t want to die.”
Logan’s eyes ignite with frustration.
Then he does a wonderful thing. He kisses me—a hungry kiss that quells my shivering body. He pushes his tongue into the back of my throat deeper and deeper, increasing his grasp on me until I think he’s going to thrust right through me and my pleasure is mixed with pain. Before I can push him away, I disappear.



CHAPTER 53
Back
IT TAKES A few hard blinks for the blinding white walls to come into focus. I let out a moan of defeat when I realize where I am.
“Come on.” Someone grabs my hand from behind and tugs.
“Logan!” I throw myself on him despite the fact he’s already moving, and we start dashing down the hall. “We can’t just leave. Drake and Brielle are here, too.”
“I’m sensing.” He pats his hands up and down a series of doors.
“Over here,” Gage hisses from around the corner.
“Gage,” I yell, as Logan and I move toward him.
A white metal door pulsates from the inside.
“Bree? Drake?” I shout through the crack. “We’ll get you out.”
“Back up.” Logan holds his hand out. His fingers twist the knob with such sheer force he creates an impression of his hand in the metal. The door slides open then bounces wide as Brielle and Drake burst through.
“I know the way.” Drake leads us down the twisted corridor and points to a shaft in the ceiling. “That’s it.” He pants, staring at the square ten feet above us.
Gage starts wobbling on his feet. He starts in on a slow gravity-defeating rise to the top of the ceiling.
“What the?” Drake’s voice is less than a whisper. His face loses all color and he drops to his feet in a disheveled lump on the floor.
Logan lifts him up and hands him to Gage, then Bree.
“Thank you,” a voice echoes around us.
“It’s her.” I can feel her nearby.
“Get them out of here.” Logan directs Gage.
A swarm of bodies dressed in black crowd in on Logan and me. One of the men pinches the back of Logan’s neck and he falls, limp as a rag doll.
“Logan!” I’m tossed over the shoulders of an exceptionally tall man and dragged right back to the chop shop.

I’m bound and strapped with metal chains thick as my thumb, lying on the glorified stainless bathtub of death.
“This really sucks,” I say rather calm as the redheaded woman works in a frenzy, separating long glass tubes into rows and rows. “So what’s your name?” I ask trembling.
“Whatever you’d like to call me.” Her voice echoes without reason. She doesn’t bother turning around from her busy work.
“I’ll call you, Hateful. You can’t have any good in you to do something like this.”
“I prefer Ezrina. And what is it you think I’m doing?” She sorts through a box before plucking out more enormous vials.
“Getting ready to take my blood.”
“One point for you,” she says it dry as though she were wasting her time speaking.
“I can’t stand the sight of blood.” My chest heaves in huge waves of panic.
“Then I’ll gouge out your eyes first.” She clicks a few vials together clearing out her workspace.
“No. No thanks.” I struggle to pull my hands free from the chains.
“Relax, will you?” She sits on a stool and glides over like I’m about to have a physical. “You Celestras are always so edgy.”
I stare wide-eyed behind her at Gage, holding a metal like spear in his hand.
The sharp end of the blade ejects itself out of her chest. She looks down at it in disbelief as a pool of crimson blooms across her white shirt like a flower.
She falls over and begins to twitch and writhe. A series of gagging noises sputter from her as I watch in horror from above. She points at me, her eyes narrow in with intense hatred, then blood trickles out of her nose and she stops moving.
My feet loosen. Gage is twisting metal, plucking my legs free. He makes his way over to my arms and starts doing the same.
“You killed her!” I never thought I’d be so elated over witnessing something so gruesome. “You were fantastic.”
“Yeah well, she doesn’t stay dead, so let’s hurry.”
“What do you mean she doesn’t stay dead?” I ask, rubbing at my wrist.
“We have two hours.” He helps me up. “I’ll go get Logan.” He disappears.
A short stubby man dressed in black, slides sideways through the door. He races over and I back into a tray of medieval looking tools of the trade.
I grab the first thing available—a long twisted piece of metal with a spear like tip. My thumb glides over a bump near the bottom, and the thing starts spinning.
“OK, hand it over and no one gets hurt.” He laughs without meaning to.
With everything in me, I thrust it hard into the soft fleshy area just below his stomach. He tumbles backward thrashing and screaming. I grab the metal tray and run behind him, knocking him over the head with it.
“Nice work,” Logan marvels, as he and Gage come upon me.
We three stand over his body as the blood spills out in a small pool around his midsection.
“How long does he stay dead?” I ask.
“Forever,” Gage comments.
I look from Gage to Logan.
“I thought you said it was a two hour thing?”
“Not this one.” Gage pats his jeans. “Let’s go.”
We race down the hall at top speed. Logan helps me out through the overhead panel and back onto the forest floor.
We follow Gage through the thicket in the woods and find Drake and Brielle huddled down below the windows in the backseat of her Jeep.
“I let them in on your little secret.” Gage climbs into the backseat with them.
Logan helps me get in on the passenger’s side then hops around and starts the car.
It’s going to be a long ride home.



CHAPTER 54
Safe
LOGAN HELPS ME up to the butterfly room. Without him I probably would have never been able to crest that second roofline.
I take off my jacket and toss it down the open panel onto my closet floor.
“So how does it feel being an angel?” He asks sitting across from me clasping my hands.
“Exhausting. It won’t always be like this will it?”
“It might be if you don’t put on that pendant.”
Color rises to my cheeks, as I stare down at our interlocked hands.
I’m sorry. I don’t have it anymore. I accidentally gave it back to Chloe.
A soft sigh depresses from his chest. He looks to the side before blinking back to me.
It’s not your fault, Skyla. I should have been upfront with you right from the beginning instead of leaking information to you on a need to know basis.
“Should we go back and get it?”
“You’ve returned it,” he gazes past my shoulder, “it may not help you now. Besides, now that she knows we’re after it, Chloe will want to secure it.”
“Do you forgive me?” It comes out meek.
“There’s nothing to forgive. Skyla, I want to tell you everything.” He gives a gentle tug. “Chloe was a Celestra too.”
“Really?” I like her more just because of that. I sort of have this sisterly vibe going with her.
“Really,” he pauses, “I had to break it off with her, but she didn’t want to.”
“What do you mean had to?”
“Two Celestra make a very big bull’s eye.”
“Oh.” I don’t think I like where this is going.
“Two Celestra dating, are too stupid to live,” he continues.
“Excuse me?”
“You and I, we can’t see each other anymore,” he takes in a breath, “not publicly.”
“So we’ll date in private.” I don’t really like it, but I’ll take what I can get.
“It’s not that simple. We need to take it a step further.”
I don’t want to know what that could possibly mean.
“You need to have a boyfriend. A real person who everyone thinks—believes you’re with.”
“Who in their right mind is going to agree to that?”
“Gage,” he closes his eyes as he says his name.
“Gage,” I repeat. “His prediction—it’s probably a fake marriage.”
“Let’s hope.” He twists his lips.
“So when does this start?”
“I think it should take effect now. And trust me, Gage made it clear that he would make this very believable.”
A flashback of Lexy Bakova’s party flickers through my mind—Gage and I locked in a kiss.
“I know,” he says mournfully.
“I’m so sorry.”
“Don’t be. I was stupid to let Michelle hang all over me.”
“What about you? Are you going to get a girlfriend?”
“Nope. I’m going to be the scary loner.” His chest rumbles with a dry laugh.
“What would we have to do to be together permanently?”
“Take down the Countenance.” He shakes his head as though this were impossible.
I crawl over and sit between his knees. He drapes his arms around me, and I lean up and kiss him gently on the lips. “Then that’s what we’ll do.”
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PROLOGUE
October 27, 1962
THE WAIL OF sirens pierced the air, jerking ten-year-old Tom Phillips from a deep sleep. He bolted upright, his heart racing.
He knew what this meant. For days, his anxious father had watched the evening news for the latest information about the missile crisis in Cuba.
Tom jumped out of bed and ran into the living room, the hardwood floor cold on his feet. His father stood in the glow of the console television, watching the special newscast while his mother sat on the sofa, rocking back and forth, muttering to herself.
“Dad?”
His father’s gaze turned to him, his eyes wide with fear. “It’s happening.”
“… thy kingdom come, thy will be done,” his mother whispered as she lifted a shaking hand to her mouth.
Dark circles underscored the eyes of the gray-haired news anchor. “It is advised that all citizens find shelter immediately. Again, it has been confirmed. Washington D.C. has been hit by a nuclear weapon. The number of casualties still isn’t known at this time. All citizens are advised to take cover.” He cleared his throat. “May God help us all.”
“Let’s go.” His father’s voice was gruff as he reached down and pulled Tom’s mother off the sofa.
She began to sob.
“Tom, go start getting everything ready.”
Tom struggled to obey, his fear freezing him in place.
“Now!”
His father’s shout rattled him. He never yelled.
Tom ran out into the garage and down the concrete steps to the basement. He flipped on a light and found the AM radio, turning the dial until he found a station reporting news of the nuclear attack by the Soviet Union.
“Find the lantern,” his father said as he led Tom’s mother around the concrete block barricade that obstructed a direct path to the door. He sat her on the mattress on the floor in the back corner of the basement.
Tom lit the battery-operated lantern while his father searched the shelves, conducting a quick inventory of their supplies: containers of water, canned goods, blankets, a Geiger counter, and other items to aid in their survival.
The concrete muffled the sirens above, but the blare still crawled under Tom’s skin, making his hair stand on end.
“…we still haven’t received confirmation of the whereabouts of President Kennedy.” the voice on the radio said, the words shaky. “We now have reports of strikes in Turkey, France, and this just—”
Static filled the airwaves.
Tom’s father turned the dial with trembling fingers until he found another voice. “… has not been confirmed but reports are coming in that New York City has been attacked.”
His mother buried her face in a pillow on the mattress as her body shook with sobs.
His father looked up and took Tom’s hand. His father’s eyes were glazed, but his mouth pressed in determination. “We’ll get through this son. We will survive.”
Tom solemnly nodded. “Yes, sir.”
He believed him. His father never lied.



CHAPTER ONE
 
THE SECOND HAND of the clock jerks with each tick in an odd, click-spaz movement.
“. . . and this is the closest the world has come to a full-scale nuclear war. If it weren’t for the cool heads of President Kennedy and the Soviet Union Premier Khrushchev, the United States, and the rest of the world for that matter, would surely have been bombed with nuclear weapons.” Mr. Archer drones on about the Cuban Missile Crisis.
My pen hovers over the open notebook on my desk, but the only marks filling the page are elaborate scrolls and doodles.
I started doing that after my accident.
My seat in the back corner of the room gives me perfect vantage of the windows that overlook the student parking lot. Storm clouds gather in the distance, but the dull ache in my thigh has predicted rain all day. If I hurry, I can probably make it home before the sky breaks loose. Otherwise I’ll be forced to take the bus.
My gaze drifts to the clock again. Twenty-eight seconds later than the last time I checked. With a slow sigh, I lower my head and freeze as a boy’s eyes lock with mine. My breath sticks in my throat.
I snap my eyes down to my desk. Why is Evan Whittaker looking at me?
My heart kick-starts into a gallop. My fingers reach up to my cheek to rub off some unseen smudge. The only reason one of the most popular guys in school would be staring at me is if something is wrong.
My shoulders tense as I lift my head to peer in his direction. He slumps over his desk, his pencil moving over his paper. I take a deep breath and allow my muscles to unknot just before his head raises. His neck twists to look back, his eyes holding mine again. Black hair, as dark as ink, falls over his ears and brushes the top of his collar. Heat rises to my cheeks, but I refuse to look away. I’m waiting for a look of contempt, instead finding curiosity and a hint of desperation.　
The bell rings and shakes me from my stupor. The low murmur of voices fills the room as people rise from their seats with the same relief I feel. I reach down and grab my backpack, stuffing my notebook and pen inside. The room clears out as I stand and I’m relieved to see that Evan has left.
“Julia, can I speak with you a moment?” Mr. Archer calls as I make my way to the door.
I stop, hitching the backpack strap over my shoulder, and turn to face him. He stands behind his chair and taps a pencil on top of the desk. His button-down plaid shirt stretches across his protruding belly. Matched with his silver hair and usual smile, he bears a slight resemblance to Santa Claus.
“It’s about your grade.” His gray eyebrows raise as his smile falls away.
I shift my weight while casting a glance out the window. Students scatter along the sidewalk, hurrying to the buses and their cars. The clouds are darker, and lightning flashes in the distance.
“Julia, you’re getting a D in this class. I know AP U.S. History can be difficult for a junior, but I checked your record. Up until this year, you were a straight-A student.”
I lift my chin and sigh. I know what’s coming.
“I’ve talked to some of your teachers. I know you’re not doing well in your other classes. I want you to speak to Mrs. Hernandez.”
I nod, avoiding his gaze. “Thanks, Mr. Archer. I’ll check with her tomorrow.” I have no intention of talking with the school counselor but know it will appease him for a week or so. I turn to leave.
“Julia, I know it must be hard…” Mr. Archer’s voice softens. “But they say time heals all wounds.”
I glance over my shoulder with a half smile. “Yeah, thanks.”
Bodies fill the hallway as I weave through the crowd to my locker. At the beginning of the school year, I learned if I pretended to be invisible, eventually I became invisible. No one sees me. No one notices me. At least they hadn’t until Evan. I still can’t understand why Evan would be looking at me.
Especially me.
Shoulders hunched, I grab my jacket out of my locker, ignoring the books piled on the bottom, as usual.
I slam the door shut, drawing momentary glances from the people around me. Shoving my arms in the sleeves of my fleece hoodie, I walk to the exit, eager to escape.
In spite of the increasing ache in my leg, I still consider walking, but the clouds have begun to churn. I barely make it to the bus, climbing the steps moments before the driver closes the doors.
I’m an anomaly, a junior riding a bus filled with mostly freshmen and half as many sophomores. Good thing I no longer care about my social status.
Nearly every seat is packed with hyper teenagers, but I find an empty spot in the second row. The redheaded freshman in the seat looks startled, her eyes widening when she realizes who I am. She scoots toward the window, plastering her body to the side of the bus. I perch on the seat edge, my feet in the aisle, protecting the girl’s personal space.
I don’t blame her. I wouldn’t want to sit by me either.
The bus is half-empty by the time it reaches my stop. It’s sprinkling now, splattering the sidewalk with polka dots. I pause on my front porch and close my eyes. The cold rain coats my face.
A car horn blares down the street. My eyes snap open and I search for the source. I find it three lots down, next to Monica’s house. I suck in my breath at the thought of her and dig my key out of my backpack to let myself in. My little sister’s still at school and my parents are at work.
I enter the quiet house, bypassing the kitchen and head straight to my bedroom. My backpack hits the floor where I toss it. I throw myself on the bed and grab a pillow to curl around. A picture frame on my nightstand catches my attention.
The frame is a curse. I hide it in my drawer, but after a few days it’s back on the nightstand. My mother sets it out, calling it a precious memory. I call it a reminder of my guilt.
Against my better judgment, I reach for it, my fingers curling around the edges of the cold, silver frame. I pull it closer, studying the photo, and a lump forms in my throat. An image of Monica and I last spring at the annual school picnic fills the space. Our heads are bent together, her long blonde hair a sharp contrast to my thick, brunette waves. She smiles for the camera, a cheesy grin that most people found infectious. My heart aches and despair clouds my head.
My eyes well with tears. What would Monica tell me now? What sharp-witted barb would she have used to shake me from my melancholy?
Perhaps if I hadn’t killed her, she would be here to help.
Then again, if I hadn’t killed her, I wouldn’t need her help.
Anger surges along with a wave of frustration. I throw the frame across the room and it dents the wall. Glass shatters on contact, spraying shards across the room. The frame bounces off, landing on the carpet with a thud.
I hug my pillow and twist the chain of my bracelet. My thumb rubs the attached silver medallion, engraved with Julia on one side and Love endures forever on the other. A nice sentiment, if I only knew how I got it.
The bracelet is just one of my oddities since the accident. They found me wearing it at the scene, but I have no memory of it and neither does anyone else. Then there’s my doodling, which turns into elaborate scrolls and arabesques, when I was barely capable of drawing a stick person before. And the dreams, nightmare and fantasy, yet both so vivid in detail I’m sure they’re real.
The doctors attribute it to the coma, the result of my head trauma. My psychologist blames it on survivor’s guilt. Whatever the cause, there’s no changing the past.
Monica is dead.
I lay on the bed and stare at the wall. The patter of rain lulls me into a zombified state. The door creaks open. I hear a sharp intake of air and crunching glass. The mattress dips behind me and the familiar feel of my mother’s fingers threads my hair. I sigh, closing my eyes as she rakes from the front of my head to the back.
“Mr. Archer called me today.” Her voice is soft and soothing.
I don’t say anything, hanging in the state of nothingness.
“Julia, please,” she begs, her desperation unmistakable. “Don’t shut me out.”
It hasn’t been intentional. It’s as if a glass wall separates me from the rest of the world, my mother included. I can see what happens on the other side, but the view is slightly dimmed, the sounds muffled. Other than the few times she pushes through the barrier, like now, I feel nothing.
And it scares me.
I roll onto my back and look up at her. Tears cloud her gray eyes as her mouth pinches tight. The fact I have caused my parents so much misery is not lost on me. I merely add it to my long list of offenses. Reaching my hand up to hers, I stop her in mid-stroke. “I’m sorry, Mom. I don’t mean to.”
She moves her hand to my cheek and stares into my eyes. “It wasn’t your fault.” She whispers.
With those four words, the emotional wall slams shut and suffocates me in my desperation. I close my eyes with a slow exhale of grief.
My mother sighs, realizing she’s lost her small window of connection. Her fingertips trail down my cheek as she stands, the mattress creaking with the shift. She pauses and I hear a metallic clunk on my nightstand.
“I know it hurts to look at this picture now, but someday you’ll cherish it.”
The door closes, and I’m alone in my solitude. Alone in my agony. Alone in my guilt.
 
The next morning, I wake up anxious about Evan and what his look meant. I decide I’ve imagined it all. It’s ludicrous really, thinking Evan Whittaker would be looking at me when he’s never noticed me before.
Before History, I pass him in the hall on the way to the Mrs. Hernandez’s office. He walks with a group, several cheerleaders and football players. I keep my eyes on the floor, staring at students’ feet. My gaze shifts up as he passes, and I hold my breath. Sarah Chapman, one of the popular girls, has his full attention.
She tosses her silky, blond hair over her shoulder with a flick of her manicured nails, then leans into him and laughs. The corners of his mouth raise in a smirk, his eyes narrowing as he looks down at her. I’ve almost completely passed him when his eyes shift in my direction, then he’s pulled along in wave of students rushing to class.
I stop in the open door to the counselor’s office. Mrs. Hernandez sits at her L-shaped desk, typing on her computer. She lifts her head and greets me with a warm smile.
“Julia, come in.” She looks down at a file on her desk as I cross the threshold. “And shut the door behind you,” she adds.
I close the door before I slump in the worn office chair, dropping my backpack on the floor.
Mrs. Hernandez laces her fingers together and rests her hands on the desk as she leans toward me. “Julia, I see you’re still having difficulty in your classes.”
I tilt my head and shrug.
“I know the last six months have been hard on you, but it’s time to pick up the pieces of your life and move on.”
Just like Monica can move on with hers? I want to ask, but I bite back the words and rub the charm dangling from my mystery bracelet, the grooves of the engraved letters rough under the tip of my thumb.
Mrs. Hernandez watches me, waiting for a response.
“It’s hard to concentrate,” I offer. The words feel sluggish on my tongue and I realize how rarely I actually speak in school any more. I clear my throat.
“I’ve talked to your parents and we’ve discussed several options. It’s obvious you’re struggling to keep afloat this year. If we don’t see substantial improvement, it might be in your best interest to go to alternative school.”
My heart sputters and the blood rushes to my toes. Alternative school is for pregnant teens and juvenile delinquents. Losers.
Mrs. Hernandez smiles tightly. “Your mother thought you might have that reaction as well. I suggested that we have someone tutor you first, see if you can raise your grades without resorting to sending you to another school.”
I swallow, trying to coat my dry mouth, and nod. “Thank you.”
“We’re trying to assist your academic success, but you’re going to have to make some effort, Julia. You can’t keep going on like you have, living your life in limbo. I know you’re punishing yourself for Monica’s death, but all the pain you cause yourself won’t bring her back.” She reaches her hand across the desk and grabs my hand. “I knew Monica. She wouldn’t want this. She’d hate to see what you’re doing.”
My eyes burn and I stand, her hand falling so that it droops over the edge of the desk. “Are we done?” I ask, my chest constricting.
The hope in her eyes extinguishes. “Yes, I’ll line up some tutors and let you know your schedule tomorrow.”
I turn and grip the doorknob, flinging the door open. I burst from the room and down the now empty hall. Everyone’s in class, doing what they’re supposed to be doing. Except me. I hear Mrs. Hernandez calling my name, but I ignore her as I run for the doors to the parking lot. I have to escape.
I bolt out the side door, sucking in deep gulps of cool autumn air as I face the stark reality.
There is no escape.
This pain will always follow me. Failing or thriving at school, nothing has changed. The burning in my eyes becomes unbearable and I finally gave in, the tears flooding down my face. I bend over, elbows on my thighs as I release the first sob. For six months I’ve kept it buried, hid the anguish deep within.
My knees drop to the ground. Monica is gone. Sweet, funny Monica is gone. I miss her with an anguish that threatens to consume me.
But mostly, I’m tortured by guilt, that I could kill my best friend and not even remember it. I should be made to relive her death over and over in my head.
Instead, I only have snatches of the dreams that visit me every night. The screeching tires. The impact of the crash. Screams. Shattering glass. Pressure on my chest. Monica, who sits in the seat next to me, practically unscathed while I die.
And that’s how I know the dreams aren’t real. They aren’t my suppressed memories as the doctors suggest, but my fantasies instead. The reality I’ve created to appease my guilt.
Monica alive.
I push to my feet and run as a slow drizzle falls from the sky. The pounding of my feet on the pavement fills my ears, fills my head until my heartbeat finds a rhythmic union. Tears blur my vision, but I know where I’m going. The only place where my world makes sense.
I run from the school, down the street a half-mile and turn the corner down the two-lane highway that edges town. I ignore the ache in my leg that creeps up my thigh. My hair grows slick and heavy from the rain. My thin, long-sleeved t-shirt plasters to my body.
I push on, despite the stitch in my side and the now-sharp pain in my leg. The gray, stone church tucked into the edge of the woods comes into view. It’s my beacon, my anchor. Tears stream down my face and blend with the rain, which now falls at a steady rate. My breath comes in desperate pants, yet I refuse to slow down, refuse to stop until I’m there.
My feet crunch against the gravel of the church parking lot and my gait falters. A black, wrought-iron fence lies ahead. My hands fumble with the latch of the gate until it opens. The hinges creak as I rush through, toward the back of the cemetery where the fence and trees are almost one. I run past the older headstones, past the newer compact markers until I drop. The soft ground absorbs the impact as my knees hit the earth. I fall face forward before Monica’s headstone.
“It should’ve been me,” I cry, my hands grasping the edges of the cold, slick stone. Gut-wrenching sobs rack my body. The rain falls harder, pelting my back.
Warm hands wrap around my arms, pulling me off the ground. My body turns and my face presses into a firm, warm chest. I’m enveloped inside the opening of a warm coat. I sink into the warmth, my legs barely holding me upright. A voice whispers in my ear, “It’s okay, Julia. I’m here now. Everything’s going to be okay.”
A sharp pain stabs my neck, and then there’s nothing.



CHAPTER TWO
 
I WAKE TO a hand shaking my shoulder, rocking my face into something soft.
“Julia.” My sister’s voice calls through the murkiness that clouds my head. She shakes harder. “Julia!”
Rolling over with a moan, I croak, “What?” My eyes squint open to see the ashen face of my eleven-year-old sister, Anna.
“I thought you were dead,” she whispers, eyes wide. Her hand trembles as her nails bite into my shoulder through my damp shirt.
Looking around, I try to orient myself. I’m laying on the sofa in my living room, wrapped in a blanket, with no memory of how I got there. I sit up, swinging my legs over the edge trying to remember.
“I kept shaking you and you didn’t move. I thought you were dead.”
“No.” I pull her into a hug. “No, I’m not dead,” I say, amazed to discover for the first time since the accident that I don’t wish I was.
“You’re hugging me,” she says in awe. “You haven’t hugged me since…”
She’s right. I haven’t hugged her for months. My heavy depression feels lighter and I struggle to understand why.
“Why are you lying on the sofa all wet?”
I shake my head, as if the answer is stuck in my mind and I only need to lodge it into place. My last memory was lying in front of Monica’s grave then someone pulling me up. Did I black out? If I admit I don’t remember, Mom will freak out and make an emergency call to the psychologist. I stuff down my panic.
“I got caught in the rain walking home from school.” My voice falters, but Anna doesn’t seem to notice.
“Why didn’t you take the bus? Why didn’t you change clothes?”
“I missed the bus and I was really tired when I got home, so I laid down to rest. I fell asleep.” I hate liars and now I am one.
“But…”
I stand up, a wave of dizziness swamping my head. Tossing the ivory thermal blanket on the sofa, I wonder why I don’t remember getting it out of the hall closet. My bare toes wiggle against the coarse carpet pile. Hysteria builds. Where are my shoes? “But nothing. I’m going to take a shower.”
The fog in my head burns off as I walk to the bathroom. The last time I felt like this was when I took pain pills for my broken leg after the accident.
Did someone drug me?
I roll my eyes. Now I can add delusional to my list of mental peculiarities.
I turn on the shower, letting the steam fill the room as I strip off my wet, muddy clothes. How could I have been drugged? Who pulled me off the ground and whispered in my ear? Or have I imagined it all, like the dreams of Monica surviving the accident?
I step into the warm water and realize the heaviness that usually clings like an albatross has eased. The water washes over my head, running over my eyes, and into my mouth. I spit it out, leaning my head back to revel in the sensation of feeling.
Is this what happens when you succumb to the blackness inside your soul?
Maybe I imagined the person in the cemetery, but I don’t think so. If Anna just came home from school, I wouldn’t have had time to walk home and fall asleep on the sofa. Someone had to have brought me home, but the question is who? And why.
I should be scared. I could have been kidnapped or murdered, but my only fear centers on the fact that I might be losing touch with reality. If my mind made up the person, I should tell Mom or the doctor, but I worry they’ll give me more drugs, or worse, have me committed. It’s a real possibility. I’ve already heard Mom talk to Dr. Weaver about it on the phone. Before, I never cared. Now, I suddenly do.
Why?
I finish washing my hair and wrap it up in a towel, before slipping into my room to get dressed. A knock raps on the door as I pull a shirt over my head.
“Yeah?”
The door opens and my mother fills the gap, a surprised expression on her face. I realize I don’t answer any more. She usually knocks and just comes in.
“Everything okay?” she asks in apprehension. Her shoulders are steeled.
I pick up the towel and rub my wet hair. “Yeah.”
Her fingers grip the edge of the door. “Anna said she found you passed out on the sofa and soaking wet when she got home from school.”
“I missed the bus and was really tired when I got home. I sat down for a minute and fell asleep.”
She watches me, her eyes narrowing in her evaluation. “Maybe we should have your medication altered if you’re so exhausted that you’re falling asleep soaking wet.”
“No. No meds,” I protest, dropping the towel. Neither she nor the doctor knows that I weaned myself off them a few months ago. “And thanks for letting me find out I might go to alternative school from Mrs. Hernandez.” My tone is hateful, but I don’t care. “I guess I’m supposed to be grateful that I get to be tutored like a baby first.”
Mom sinks into the doorframe and rests her head against the jamb. “I’m not the enemy here, Julia.”
“I wish you had told me you’d been talking to her instead of going behind my back.”
She gnaws her bottom lip. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” She straightens. “You seem different.”
My eyes widen in panic. Does she think I’ve lost my mind? “How so?”
“For one thing, you’re actually conversing with me. For another, Anna said you hugged her.”
“Is it a crime to hug my sister?”
“No, but it’s not normal for you…”
The lately isn’t said but implied.
“She said I scared her. I was trying to comfort her.” I bend down and pick up the wet towel, turning my back to her as I toss it into the hamper.
“But Julia, that’s just it. You don’t comfort anyone any more.”
I whirl around, anger rising. After the months of icy nothingness, I find the contrast jolting. “You don’t like it when I’m depressed, but when I start to act normal, it freaks you out. Which is it, Mom? Which me do you want?”
She gasps. “I want you, any you I can get, but most importantly, I want you to be happy.”
“Happy?” I take a step toward the door, clenching my hands into fists at my sides. “Happy?” I shriek. “How in God’s name do you expect me to be happy? I killed Monica! I don’t deserve to be happy!”
“It wasn’t your fault,” she protests, but as soon as the words leave her lips, regret fills her eyes.
“Wasn’t my fault? Are you serious? Somehow the police disagreed when they charged me with reckless driving!”
“But we don’t know that! You don’t remember what happened and there weren’t any witnesses.”
I sigh and sit on the edge of my bed. Weariness slips in, replacing my anger. “Mom, I know you’re only trying to make me feel better, but it doesn’t matter. Citation or not, I was driving. Monica died. It was my fault.”
We had this argument countless times the weeks following the accident, until finally, I didn’t have the energy to get out of bed, let alone object to her denials. We agreed to disagree or more accurately, Mom would state her opinion and I listened in silence. My latest protest is one more sign that my normal has shifted.
“Julia…” Mom takes a step into my room.
I look up, really seeing her for the first time in months. Gray streaks Mom’s dark hair. Worry lines etch her forehead and crinkle the corners of her eyes. My guilt is too heavy to bear. “I’m really tired and I don’t want to argue any more. I just want to lie down and take a nap.”
She hesitates in the doorway. I realize she is struggling with whether to call the doctor about my outburst.
“Mrs. Hernandez told me she would have a tutor schedule for me tomorrow.” I offer. “I’m sure she’ll get things started right away.”
She leans against the doorframe, giving away her indecision.
“She told me I need to make more of an effort. I see how I’ve let you down and haven’t really thought about my future.” Lie number two. I ease my conscience by saying it’s just one more sin to add to the long and ever-growing list.
Mom rubs her face. I recognize the look of frustration while she wages her inner battle. “Yeah, you’re probably right,” she says, weariness in her voice.
“I’ll make more of an effort. I promise.”
Her eyes lock with mine, my grim expression mirrored on her face.
“If you don’t, you’re going to the other school, Julia..”
“Okay.”
“Dinner’s in half an hour.” She turns and walks out of my room.
 
When I wake in the morning, my thoughts are a little lighter than yesterday. I attribute it to the sun, which has finally made an appearance, the rain clouds rolling off to the east. But I can’t ignore that things have changed since I woke up on the sofa yesterday.
In fourth hour English Literature, I actually begin to take notes as the teacher discusses Edgar Allen Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart.”
“Did the narrator have sufficient motivation to kill the old man?” Mrs. Jacobs asks. She sits on the edge of her desk with an open book in one hand.
The class remains silent, heads bent over open literature books in an attempt to avoid eye contact.
“Mark, what do you think?”
Mark, a beefy football player in the middle of the room, sits up straighter and clears his throat. “Uh… he said the old guy had a falcon-eye that watched him.”
“Close, a vulture-eye. Why would the eye bother him?”
“He thought it was like… stalking him.”
“Yes, that’s right.” Mrs. Jacobs gaze scans the room. “What do the rest of you think? Do you think the old man had a vulture-eye that watched him?”
Silence fills the classroom.
“Do I need to remind you that participation in discussions is part of your grade?”
Lindsey Thatcher, a cheerleader, raises her hand. “I think the young guy was crazy. Who spends an hour opening a door?”
“You bring up a good point, Lindsey.” Mrs. Jacobs stands and puts the book down on her desk. “The narrator believes the fact that he spent so much time on the details proves that he was sane. What do you think?”
“He was a psycho,” Sarah says, leaning over her desk. “He saw and heard things that weren’t there. The police show up and he hears a heart beating when no one else does. The dude was crazy.” Sarah turns around to stare at me, her eyes full of menace. “But, what does Julia think?” She cocks an eyebrow with an evil grin.
All heads turn to look at me. I freeze, holding my breath as my face combusts. “Ah . . .” Sarah’s insinuation is clear. Julia’s crazy so she obviously knows. I wonder how far off she actually is.
Mrs. Jacobs looks confused, her eyes scanning the room. “I don’t think Julia wants to—”
“That’s okay,” I say, softer than I intend. I raise my voice. “I’ll answer the question.”
All eyes are on me in rapt attention, waiting to hear what I have to say.
I scour my memory for what little I remember from reading the story a couple of years ago. “The narrator says his senses are better than everyone else’s, that he can see and hear what others can’t. He plots the old man’s death so he can find peace. The only way he knows how to do that is to kill him. He thinks his planning proves he’s sane.”
“What about you, Julia?” Sarah asks, wide-eyed with feigned innocence. She cocks her head to one side as she waits for my response.
I narrow my gaze with a scowl. “What about me?”
“Are you sane?”
“Sarah!” Mrs. Jacobs exclaims.
“Are you asking if I have the uncanny desire to smother you with a pillow and bury your heart in the floor?” I ask, my voice so sweet it could take the bite off bitter coffee. “It really hadn’t crossed my mind until you mentioned it.”
A collective gasp fills the room. Sarah’s mouth drops. Lindsey grabs Sarah’s arm in a protective gesture.
“Did you hear that?” Sarah cries, swiveling to face Mrs. Jacobs. “Did you hear her threaten me? She’s crazy!”
“Now, Sarah…” Mrs. Jacobs pats the air with her hands. “Everyone settle down. Julia was speaking figuratively, weren’t you, Julia?”
I lean back in my seat and cross my arms. Lifting my eyebrows, I tilt my head toward Sarah and plaster on a fake smile. “Of course.”
Sarah lets out a huff as the bell rings. Desks bang as students scramble to head out the door to lunch, while casting frightened looks toward me as they go.
Mrs. Jacobs stands on tiptoe, searching for me over the tops of heads. “Julia, can I speak to you for a moment?”
Sarah shoots me a gloating smile of triumph before she and Lindsey leave the room. I pick up my backpack with a sigh and shuffle to the front.
The room has cleared out so it’s only Mrs. Jacobs and me. She studies me with such scrutiny, that I cast my eyes to the floor.
“We both know I can’t condone violence of any kind, even implied.” She stops while I prepare to be sent to the office. She lowers her voice. “But I think we both know that perhaps some things just need to be said.”
I look up, my mouth hanging open.
She straightens, resuming her stern demeanor. “We need to discuss your grade.”
I inhale a deep breath.
“I’m worried you won’t be able to pass this class, even if you make up all the work you haven’t turned in.”
I nod, not surprised.
“But I’m willing to let you try. I’ll give you until Thanksgiving to turn in all of your missing work.”
I nod again. “Thank you, Mrs. Jacobs.”
She purses her mouth. “Don’t be thanking me yet. I’m not sure you realize how far behind you actually are. I hear Mrs. Hernandez has lined up a tutor for you.”
I shuffle the backpack to my other shoulder. “She said she’d tell me my schedule today.”
“You need to get started on your makeup assignments as soon as possible. If you or your tutor need anything from me, don’t hesitate to ask.”
“Thank you.” I mumble as I leave the room and head to the cafeteria.
I walk into the noisy multipurpose room and head straight for the food line. After I pay for my salad and bottled water, I sit at a table alone, as usual. But today, heads turn and stare in curiosity. I knew it wouldn’t be long for word to spread about my threat to Sarah, I just didn’t expect it to happen so quickly.
I keep my head bent as if I find my wilted lettuce and diluted ranch dressing fascinating. The buzz of whispers fills the room. I refuse to look up and acknowledge them as I try to swallow a mouthful of salad. What was I thinking? I had finally reached a status of obscurity, no more looks, no more whispers. Within five minutes, I’d destroyed two months’ worth of progress.
I should just ignore it. I’ve gotten so good at tuning everything out it shouldn’t be an issue, but something inside me changed yesterday. I suddenly have the urge to fight. Fight what, I don’t know, but which is better— the anger or the void?
I stand and look around the room. The voices hush and all eyes are on me. I lift my chin and carry my tray to the trash, then leave the cafeteria, heading into the hallway. I planned to see Mrs. Hernandez later, but now is as good a time as any.
I’m ten feet from her office when the door opens. Evan emerges, coming down the hall toward me. My stride slows, matching his. I keep my eyes forward and try to act nonchalant, but my heart races as his eyes lock with mine.
“Hello, Julia,” he says, the words warm and soft.
For a moment, I think I’m hallucinating when he pauses in front of me. His hand lifts as if he intends to reach for me, then it drops to his side.
I swallow, trying to find my voice. “Hi.” I croak. Brilliant.
Conflicting emotions flash in his eyes before his mouth lifts into a sad smile. “I’ll see you later.” He walks past me, moving toward the lunchroom. I glance over my shoulder, expecting him to turn around.
I shake my head. What am I doing? I’ve just reinforced my school pariah status with the incident in Literature, and now I’m ogling one of the most popular guys in school. It’s obvious he hasn’t heard what I’ve just done, otherwise, he wouldn’t be so friendly.
No one defies Sarah Chapman. Not if they know what’s best for them.
With a sigh, I walk to Mrs. Hernandez’s doorway. She sits at her desk and glances up, her eyes wide in surprise. “Julia.”
I stare at a worn spot on the carpet. “Mrs. Hernandez, sorry about yesterday.”
She stands and moves around her desk. “No, that’s quite all right. You’re entitled to some tears.” She lowers her head to look into my eyes. “Sometimes it actually helps.”
I nod. Maybe that explains why I feel different.
“I’ve been working on lining up your tutors.” She walks back to the other side of her desk and opens a file. “You’re failing two classes and you have a D in Trigonometry and History. I had several possible tutors but organizing a schedule was a nightmare, as you can imagine. Thankfully, I have a volunteer to tutor you in three of your classes.”
A volunteer? I can’t imagine that anyone would volunteer. I look up in shock.
“Evan Whittaker has offered to work with you on Trig, History and English.”
I sit down in the chair in shock. “Why?”
“Excuse me?”
“Why would he do such a thing?”
“Despite what you think, Julia, the entire student body is not out to get you.”
After lunch, I’m no longer sure about that, but I keep my doubt to myself. “When do I start?”
She smiles. “This afternoon, if it works for you. Evan said he could meet you in the library after school.”
Evan. I take a deep breath. Can I sit next to Evan and concentrate? Do I have a choice? “Who’s my other tutor?”
“Maryann Sweeney. She’ll help you with Chemistry on Monday afternoons. You and Evan can work out your schedule for the other classes.”
 
Later, I’m anxious when I get to History, but Evan faces the front of the class, ignoring me like half the students. The other half cast snide looks in my direction. When class is over, Sarah pulls Evan into the hallway, nudging her head in my direction as I pass. Her mouth pulls into an exaggerated pout.
I hurry to my locker and remove several textbooks. They’re too heavy for my backpack, so I balance them on my hip as I debate whether I should go to the library and wait for Evan. I have serious doubts he’ll show up after talking to Sarah, but I don’t want Mrs. Hernandez to say I bailed. I’ll go to the library and wait ten minutes then when he doesn’t show, I can at least say I’ve done my part.
The library is deserted with the exception of a couple of students sitting around a table working on a project in hushed tones. The librarian perches behind her desk, the tapping of her keys echo with a muffled sound. I sit at a wooden table that seats six and stack my books in a neat pile, lining the edges up. I glance at the clock. 3:10.
I pull out a notebook and doodle, not even thinking about what my hand is doing. If I think about drawing, my fingers tighten around the pen or pencil and the lines stiffen. But when I relax and let my hand go, intricate swirls and patterns fill the page.
Lost in my artwork, I check the clock, surprised to see it’s already 3:23. The ten minutes are up. I’ve even given him three extra minutes. I stand with a sigh, surprised by my disappointment. Did I really think he’d show?
Hauling my backpack onto the table, I unzip the bag, and stuff my textbook inside.
“Going somewhere?”



CHAPTER THREE
 
I SPIN TOWARD the voice behind me.
Evan stands with several textbooks in his arms, his eyebrows lifted.
I scrunch my mouth and shrug. “I didn’t think you were coming.”
He drops the books on the table, a loud thud filling the room. The librarian looks up as Evan slides into the chair next to me. “Why not? Didn’t Mrs. Hernandez tell you I was?”
“Well… yes… but I waited and you didn’t show up.”
“I had to go around and talk to your teachers. Find out what they wanted me to work on. As it was, I only got to two of them, but I figured that was enough for one day.” He rests his forearms on the table, lacing his fingers together in a casual pose, yet they tremble slightly. He looks nervous. His head leans forward and he turns to study me.
A blush creeps up my neck.
“I think that’s the most I’ve heard you say,” he says, looking flustered. “In ages,” he tacks on, like it’s an afterthought.
“You missed my speech in English Lit earlier.” I immediately regret bringing it up. I’m not sure why Evan is sitting next to me, but I’m curious enough I don’t want him to run off yet.
He opens his history book. “So I heard…Sarah gave me quite an earful.”
“Yet, you’re still here.”
His dark eyebrows rise. “Sure, why not?”
I shrug again. “Because of Sarah. You two have history.”
He looks confused. “Umm…”
“You two decided you were king and queen of the fourth grade and have ruled with an iron fist ever since. Don’t you all have a pack mentality? Share a brain cell?”
“Ha. Ha.” He grimaces. “Very funny.” But a genuine smile tugs on the corners of his lips.
“Seriously.” I lower my voice. “Why are you tutoring me?”
“Why not? What’s the big deal?”
“The big deal is you barely acknowledged my existence before the accident, and let’s face it, no one acknowledges my existence since.”
He seems at a loss for words and taps his pencil on the open textbook. “Community service,” he finally says and shrugs. “I need it to graduate.”
“So?”
“So, I’d rather sit in a library tutoring you than working in a food pantry. Maybe that makes me an asshole, but so be it.”
I stare at a deep gouge on the table. I’m not sure what I expected him to say, but for some reason, that isn’t it.
“History or English Lit?”
“What?”
“What do you want to work on, History or English Lit?”
My answer is neither, which doesn’t seem appropriate given the circumstances. “History, since you have the book already open.”
He pulls a note out of his textbook. I recognize Mr. Archer’s handwriting scribbled on one side. “Wow, you’re really behind,” Evan finally says. “What have you been doing the last month?”
“Isn’t it obvious? Nothing.”
He sighs and runs a hand through his hair. The strands curl around his fingers and remain out of place even after his hand lowers. “It was kind of a rhetorical question.” His blue eyes look up into mine. “Honestly, Jules, I don’t know how we’re going to pull you out of this.”
I suck in my breath. “What did you call me?”
His mouth drops open as his eyes widen. “I… is it not okay to call you Jules?”
“No one calls me that. Not anymore.”
He raises his hands up in surrender. His face droops in defeat. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.” He leans forward, resting his elbows on the table. His face falls into his open hands as he groans. “I think we should call it a day.” He sits up straight, shutting the history book. “It’s obvious we’ve gotten started on the wrong foot. You need to read first anyway, which I’m presuming you haven’t done. You pretty much have total recall of everything you read and you don’t know any of this stuff. Read Chapter Seven, the one starting with the end of World War II and we’ll try again tomorrow.” He stands and picks up his books.
I stare up at him in disbelief as he turns and walks across the library, without giving me a backward glance.
Releasing my breath, I try to figure out what happened. No one has called me Jules in six months. And I have no idea why he thinks I have total recall. Even if I had it, he never spoke to me before today, so how would he know?
I groan. He must think I’m a total freak.
I’m pissed that I even care.
Turning around, I half expect Evan to show up again, but the room is empty except for the librarian and the students working on their project, two tables down. As I pack up my belongings, I realize some of the old me returned today. Instead of slithering into a hole, I returned Sarah’s insult. I had a conversation with Evan— perhaps a stilted one, but it’s a start.
Yesterday. It all began changing yesterday. If only I could figure out what happened in the cemetery. Who showed up?
I shake my head. No one, that’s who.
Slinging my backpack over my shoulder, I head out of the school. The air is crisp. I gather my jacket into my fist to keep out the chill and look back before crossing the street toward home. Over in the student parking lot, Evan leans into a car window. He appears agitated as he swings an arm toward the football field, where the team is practicing. It occurs to me that Evan is supposed to be with them, out on the field.
Why isn’t Evan at practice?
Curiosity gets the best of me, and I walk down the sidewalk running parallel to the street, toward the car that has Evan so upset. About halfway there, I stop and lean my back against a tree, facing the street.
What am I doing? It’s no business of mine who Evan talks to or why. In fact, before yesterday I wouldn’t have even cared.
What is wrong with me?
I push away from the tree to cross the street and glance over my shoulder. My feet stick to the ground when Sarah gets out of the car. She’s shouting as she jabs a finger into Evan’s chest. “…you need to get your priorities straight.”
He backs up and throws his hands into the air, saying something unrecognizable as he walks to his car.
Sarah yells at Evan’s back. “What’s with your sudden fascination with her?”
She whirls to get into her car when her eyes find me. We stand frozen. The venom in her eyes is evident, even from this far away. I shake myself from her stare and turn back to cross the street.
The cold wind seeps through my jacket as I walk the two miles home, but it’s Sarah Chapman’s hatred that makes my legs shake. Sarah is capable of making my already miserable life even worse.
I suppose I’ve brought this upon myself with my response to her in class. If I’d only kept my mouth shut. Yesterday, I would have stared out the window pretending I hadn’t heard her instead of letting her remark burrow beneath my skin.
By the time I get home, Anna’s already slouched on the sofa watching TV, her eyes glued to her recorded show. I slip into the kitchen and drop my backpack on the table, then heat up some water for tea. I pull out my history book and turn to Chapter Seven—the Marshall Plan. When the tea’s ready, I sit down and read.
“I think I’ve walked into a time warp.” My dad stares at me in disbelief, but a tiny smile shows his pleasure.
I haven’t seen my dad smile in months. When he’s not avoiding me, he’s arguing with my mother. Giving him my best smart-ass grin, I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “What? I can’t study?”
He kisses the top of my head, his lips lingering longer than necessary. “Oh, you’re perfectly capable of studying,” he says as he stands. “It’s the sudden motivation to do so that’s caught me by surprise.”
I shrug. “It’s study or change schools. Easy choice.”
“Wise decision.” He sets his laptop bag on the table. “Does this mean we get to work together, like old times?” Eagerness fills his eyes, then softens as he tries to hide it.
I tilt my head with a smile. “I’ve got a lot of work to make up, so why not?” But I secretly hope he will. I realize how much I’ve missed him. Ever since the accident, he spends most of his time in his study.
He ruffles my hair like he used to when I was little. I loved it then, but the last couple of years I always complained. He hasn’t done that since Monica… My breath catches in my throat.
Suddenly, it’s all too much, too fast. From nearly despondent to returning sarcastic barbs with my dad, it’s overwhelming. As the panic attack begins, I catch the disappointment on Dad’s face. An invisible band constricts around my chest, and my heart races. My head swims with terror, overcome with the feeling that I’m about to die.
My mother walks into the kitchen, still in her scrubs from her nursing shift at the hospital. Her eyes bulge. “John, why are you just standing there?” I hear her angry question through the thick haze in my head.
“I wasn’t… I didn’t know what to do,” Dad stammers.
“Maybe you would if you paid more attention to what goes on around here.”
From my peripheral vision, I see him turn and leave the room. The sting of his rejection and the guilt of causing this wedge in my parents’ relationship only intensifies the attack.
“Is Julia dying?” Anna stands in the doorway, terror on her face.
“No!” Mom shouts, then softens her voice. “No one is dying. She’s having a panic attack.”
My face tingles as I try to suck air past the tourniquet around my trachea. I look up into Mom’s face for reassurance.
She strokes my hair. “You’re okay, Julia. You’re okay, deep breaths.” Her words are soothing, as if she’s talking to a small child.
My eyes burn with tears as I hiccup tiny breaths into my lungs.
“Thatta girl. You can do this.”
After several minutes, my heart slows, and the tightening of my chest loosens. I lay my forehead down on the table, closing my eyes.
I find it ironic, when the nightmare of my attacks eases, that someone so ambivalent about living, fights so hard to survive.



CHAPTER FOUR
 
THIS MORNING I wake with a dull ache in my head, and for several seconds, consider begging my way out of school, but I’m only delaying the inevitable. Whether today or next week, Sarah Chapman still has to be dealt with.
Dressing in my usual jeans and long sleeve t-shirt, it occurs to me that last year, I would have gone toe-to-toe with Sarah. Monica would be pissed to see me do otherwise.
Stopping mid-stroke with my hairbrush, I study my face, unsure who this person is staring back in the mirror. It’s me but not. This new girl, who’s taken my place, is stoic and hard around the eyes. Her face is thinner, more angular than before.
It seems fitting that the lines of my face match the hardness of my heart.
But the fortress has begun to crack, and I’m unsure whether to be relieved or dismayed. Instead, I choose to ignore it.
I head to the kitchen to grab a Pop Tart, worried about running into my dad. After my panic attack, I spent the rest of the evening in my room, especially after hearing he and mom argue throughout the night. In a matter of seconds, I destroyed what little progress we had made in fixing our relationship.
But he’s not there, and his car is missing from the driveway. Mom stands in front of the stove and the smell of bacon fills the room.
I open the cabinet and pull out the Pop Tart box, stuffing a foil package into the pocket of my backpack.
She pivots her upper body with her hand on her hip. “Julia, I’m making pancakes and bacon. Your favorite.”
My mouth waters at the thought and I cast a glance toward the clock, inwardly groaning at the time. “Can’t Mom. I’ll miss the bus.”
“You don’t have to ride the bus. The bacon’s almost ready. You can eat and then you can drive to school in the Honda. You’ll get there in plenty of time.”
My head grows fuzzy at the thought of driving. “No, the bus is fine. Really. I like riding the bus.”
“You have to drive sometime. You can’t put it off forever.”
Her words follow me out into the cold morning.
 
The morning passes without incident. It’s as though the last two days never happened. I’m back to being invisible to the entire student body at James Monroe High School.
Everyone but Evan.
He stands outside the door to English Lit with the faintest hint of a smile, watching me approach. Sarah drapes on his arm like she’s his latest fall accessory. Leaning her head to his ear, her eyes find mine, and her mouth lifts into a satisfied smirk. The message is loud and clear. Evan is mine.
Why she sees me as a threat is a mystery.
I skirt past them and take my usual seat in the back, the muscles of my shoulders cramping with anxiety. Fight or flight, my body is prepared either way.
But it’s a false alarm. Sarah sits next to Lindsey, both facing the front. After the bell rings, Mrs. Jacobs fidgets in her seat as she takes role, her eyes darting around the room. I understand why, after she announces the topic for today. Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Masque of the Red Death.”
The grip on my pen tightens as my hand doodles. I slouch over my desk to avoid eye contact with anyone, but a few heads turn my way, gauging my reaction.
It’s a stupid short story about deaths caused by a plague, which has nothing to do with me. Yet in their eyes, anything about death has everything to do with me.
Mrs. Jacobs and other students read parts of the story aloud, and it occurs to me, the piece has more to do with me than I suspected. I’m like the Red Death, sulking around the halls, the students afraid to approach me.
When the bell rings, everyone files out of the room while I stay in my seat. I stare out the window, past the road that curves toward the cemetery, in the direction where the accident occurred.
In a mere instant, everything changed at that spot in the road. One moment Monica was alive, the next she was gone. But I’m gone too, left with this hollow shell. I’m Monica’s Red Death.
“Julia?” Mrs. Jacobs’ worried voice interrupts my thoughts. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. Just tired.”
“Do you need to go to the nurse?”
“No, I’m fine.” Halfway to the door, I realize my backpack is still on the floor. I turn back and grab the strap, then bolt from the room. Dealing with other people is something I can’t face at the moment, so I head to my secret lunch spot.
A month ago, I discovered the choir room is always unoccupied during my lunch period. The hall in the music wing is empty, but I still look around before darting in. This room is off limits and if I’m caught, I’ll be in more trouble than I can afford. But the benefits outweigh the risk.
I cross the room and sink to the floor in the corner behind the piano. It’s a good thing I’m not hungry since I didn’t bring lunch.
Leaning my head against the wall, my eyes close as despair washes through me. My nightmares—me dying while Monica watches— replay in my mind. I grip my head in my hands, trying to squeeze out the false memories. That wasn’t what happened. Why does my mind remember it that way?
Tears fill my eyes before spilling over.
Not here. Not here.
For one day, I felt a fraction of my former self return. For one day, I relived a sliver of my former life but only gave my family false hope. I’ll never be that girl again. Everyone would have been better off if my dreams were reality, if it had been me instead of Monica.
Wiping my face with the back of my sleeve, I push off the floor with a heavy sigh, then slip into the hall as Lindsey comes around the corner. Her eyes widen, and I consider darting into the restroom, but worry that she’ll follow me. I lift my chin and walk toward her, hoping that if I look like I’m supposed to be here, maybe she won’t turn me in.
She doesn’t speak as we pass, but stares with fear and disgust.
There’s another restroom closer to my next class. Leaning over the sink, I splash water on my face, thankful there’s no makeup to smear, then look into the mirror to survey the damage. My bloodshot eyes make my hazel irises look greener than usual. My red nose looks like Rudolph’s against my pale cheeks. Maybe if I keep my head down, no one will notice.
I make it through my next two classes, dreading the last. Only a couple of students are in Mr. Archer’s classroom when I arrive. I hurry to my seat in the back, hoping to avoid Evan, who takes his seat moments before the bell rings. He glances back at me with a smile, before he gives Mr. Archer his full attention, as though he finds the lecture fascinating.
My own attention returns to my notebook, the current page nearly full of scrolls and swirly lines. I should be taking notes, but the Cold War seems like a bad black and white movie, far-fetched and impossible to believe. Who could believe countries would be stupid enough to nuke each other?
The bell rings and I close my book, standing as a swarm of bees buzzes in my gut. Evan leaves the class without looking back, and my disappointment is surprising. What did I expect?
My stomach twists into a pretzel as I walk through the library doors. Evan is already here, his back to me. My feet root to the floor and refuse to move forward.
Muscles stretch the back of his t-shirt, thick biceps visible beneath the short sleeves. I never noticed Evan is so buff, but he does play football. His black hair waves in an unruly mess. His head tilts to the side and he catches sight of me. He turns his upper body, leaning a forearm along the back of the chair. The slight smile falls, and his eyes burn as they search mine.
I will my feet to move forward, but they balk as my breath catches in my throat. It’s THE Evan Whittaker. Looking at me.
The ridiculousness of my thoughts hit me and my feet are free. I’m imagining things. As I walk, Evan watches me the entire way. Sliding into the seat next to him, I set my backpack on the table.
He continues to gawk. To my horror, blood creeps up until my face burns.
Evan clears his throat and gives his attention to the open history book on the table. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have stared.”
I shrug. “It’s okay. I’m used to it.”
He looks up, his eyes narrowing as his lips pinch in a frown. “You shouldn’t have to go through that. I can’t understand why people believe the worst about you. It wasn’t your fault.”
My heart skips a beat. “What did you just say?”
He freezes. “That I can’t believe people are so mean to you?”
“No, the other part.”
His head leans closer to mine as his eyes soften. “It wasn’t your fault.”
The deep blue eyes offer a peace I haven’t felt in months. But this feeling is a lie. My back straightens in irritation. “How would you know? The police think it was.”
He averts his gaze, twisting his pencil on the table in half circles. “Maybe so, but I don’t believe it.”
I wait, sure this is a trick, and that he will burst out laughing at my gullibility. But instead, he curls up the corner of his mouth as though he’s trying to figure a way out of this misunderstanding.
He sighs with a frown. “Did you read the history Chapter?”
“On the Cold War? Yeah. It was boring, but I read it.”
“Was there anything you didn’t understand? Anything you need help with?”
I thumb the pages on the corner of the book. “No, I don’t have trouble understanding it. I just didn’t do it before. That’s why I’m failing.”
“You’ve got a lot to make up. You’re lucky your teachers are willing to work with you.”
“I know. Poor Julia.”
“Would you rather they were mean?”
“Yes. No. I don’t know. I deserve it.” I shake my head.
“Don’t you believe in mercy, Julia?”
I look up in surprise. His head tilts to the side, his lips slightly parted. Staring into Evan’s face, I find myself believing mercy is possible.
His hand covers mine and grips lightly. I gasp, fighting the urge to glance down to confirm where his hand has landed.
“Does a homeless person deserve mercy?” he asks, his voice warm and tender.
“I suppose that depends on who you ask.”
“I’m asking you.”
“Yeah, but…”
“What about a woman with small children who has a fatal disease? Does she deserve mercy?”
“Of course.”
His hand lifts to my cheek, my eyes held in his gaze. His fingers stroke so lightly, I’m sure I imagine them. “Then why not you, Julia Phillips?
Words stick in my throat, not that I’m even sure what to say. My thoughts have turned to sludge. My head feels fuzzy and breath stales in my lungs.
Turning away, I take a deep breath while my face burns again.
Evan clears his throat and flips a page in the book. “I know you said you don’t need any help with the Chapter, but I think I should do something to count this as tutoring so I’ll quiz you. Then we’ll move onto English Lit.”
We spend the next hour going over history, older English Literature pieces, and then brushing up on trig problems as we pretend nothing just happened. When he studies his notes, I sneak glances to make sure he is really here, sitting next to me. He looks up and graces me with the most beautiful smile. It’s no wonder half the student body has some level of crush on him.
“You’re picking this up really fast,” he says.
I tilt my head with a grin. “I told you I could do it. I just didn’t.”
“Lucky for me, huh? I could have been stuck tutoring some techy loser like Reece.” He sucks in a breath and his eyes widen slightly as though he said something he shouldn’t.
“Who?”
He looks surprised as he turns his head and studies me. Rubbing his forehead, he laughs but it sounds forced “No one, just a friend of mine.”
My shoulders tighten as I try to figure out why he’s acting so weird. The way he described Reece doesn’t sound like he’s a friend.
Evan closes his trig book. “Before we meet again, you need to read the next history Chapter, and then Mr. Archer will have you retake your test. We can also go over the study sheet. Do you have it?”
“I think I used it as a book mark.”
He tries to hide a grin. “That won’t do you any good, will it? I’ll get you another copy. Trig’s gonna be your big-time soaker. You have a lot of assignments to make up.” He ticks off a long list, then looks up in amazement. “Did you do any of the work?”
“Umm…”
He shakes his head. “Never mind. Just try to do as many assignments as you can.” He pulls out his cell phone, before he rips a corner off a sheet of paper. He taps his phone then writes a phone number, his handwriting neat and legible.
He slides it across the table toward me. “Here’s my phone number. If you have any questions, call me. I’d rather try to help you through it this weekend, than have you wait until next Tuesday.”
That’s weird. Why’d he have to look up his own phone number? “Tuesday?”
“Yeah, today’s Thursday and you don’t have tutoring on Friday. Mrs. Hernandez said Maryann Sweeney was working with you on Mondays, so that means we meet Tuesday.”
“Oh.” I feel like an idiot.
He pushes the paper closer, his eyes burning into mine. “I mean it. Call me for any reason.”
I swallow, trying to determine if his words mean what they seem to imply. I nod, unable to speak.
He clears his throat and stands. “Okay, bye.” But he stays next to his chair.
“Bye,” I whisper, having trouble finding enough air to push out the word.
He studies me for a few more seconds. “Jules, don’t be so hard on yourself, okay? Try to show yourself a little mercy.”
Then he turns and walks away.



CHAPTER FIVE
 
DINNER IS UNCOMFORTABLE. In my new effort to be normal, I sit at the kitchen table and stuff meatloaf and mashed potatoes in my mouth, while my stomach rebels at the intrusion. The tension is thick, my presence unfamiliar and uncomfortable for my father and sister. They keep their focus on their plates while Mom tries in vain to start a conversation.
“How was school, Anna?”
Anna’s eyes raise from her plate and shift from Mom to Dad before lowering them again. “Good.”
“Did you give your presentation?”
“Mmmhmm.”
I rest my fork on the edge of my plate. “What was it about?”
Anna looks up, her eyes as big as half dollars. Her mouth drops open, revealing the mashed potatoes inside.
“Anna,” Mom prompts, “Julia asked you a question.”
She closes her mouth and swallows. “It was a social studies project. About ancient Egypt.”
“A sugar cube pyramid?”
She nods.
“Who’s your teacher?”
“Uh… Mrs. Morrison.” She shifts in her seat.
I lower my face to ease her discomfort. “I had her, too. I liked her.”
No one speaks, the room silent, except for the scraping of forks on plates.
“Julia, what did you do today at school?” I hear the hesitation in Mom’s voice, worried I’ll ignore her question as usual. My attempt at conversation with Anna must fuel her courage.
“We read ‘The Masque of the Red Death’ in literature, learned about cell mitosis in biology, then the Cold War in history.” I stab my meatloaf. “All in all, it was a stellar day.” My slightly sarcastic tone matches the curl of my lips.
My dad looks up from his food in disbelief. Mom can’t hide the hopeful gleam in her eye. My family acts as if an alien has landed in their kitchen.
Mom lifts her chin with a smile. “Your father’s dad, Grandpa Tom Phillips, used to tell us stories about the Cuban Missile crisis. Have you learned about that?”
“Yeah.”
“His father built a fallout shelter in their basement. He had your grandpa scared half to death we’d be attacked by the Soviets with nuclear weapons.”
“Were we?” Anna’s words are muffled by her mouthful of food.
Mom scrunches her nose. “No, of course not. If we’d been attacked by nuclear bombs we wouldn’t be sitting here eating dinner right now.”
“Where would we be?”
“We’d be dead.” I mutter under my breath.
“Julia,” Mom grumbles then her eyes widen as she realizes what she’s done. She turns to Anna. “Technically we wouldn’t have been born.”
I shovel a fork full of mashed potatoes in my mouth and stand.
Dad lowers his head with a scowl.
“Where are you going?” Mom sounds panicked. She must be worried I’m abandoning my lame attempt at being a functioning member of our family unit.
I pick up my plate and set it on the counter. “I’ve got a ton of homework to do.”
“Really?” she asks in amazement, then shudders. “Uh, I mean, okay.”
“Thanks for dinner, Mom,” I call over my shoulder on my way down the hall. When I reach my room, I shut my door and lean into it, closing my eyes. Trying to fit back into my family is exhausting.
I push away from the door and sit cross-legged on my bed, pulling books out of my backpack. My trig book opens, and the paper with Evan’s phone number falls into my lap. I pick it up, fingering the ragged paper edge, while trying to decipher his intent.
His intent was to help you with trig if you need it.
I’m probably right, but his strange behavior worries me. I determine to figure out what his true interest in me is, especially when I remember Sarah’s words yesterday in the parking lot. Is it me he’s suddenly fascinated with? The timing is too coincidental.
Still, the way he looked at me makes my toes curl. I roll my eyes at my naiveté. He probably looks at a lot of girls like that. He isn’t popular for nothing.
 
The next day at school, I watch him closely in the halls. When he passes, he glances in my direction but never strays far from Sarah’s manicured claws, only further confirmation of my overactive imagination. He and Sarah are together, but the scowl on her face suggests she’s upset with him. She wears her red and white cheerleader uniform, and the football players who fill the hallways wear their jerseys.
Evan is in a brown Abercrombie & Fitch t-shirt. He’s not even wearing school colors.
I can’t understand why he’s tutoring me, instead of practicing with the team. It’s obvious that he hasn’t gotten kicked off the team for bad grades. Maybe he has some unnoticeable injury.
We have a quiz in English Lit on Edgar Allan Poe and I’m surprised when I know most of the answers. I suppose that happens when you pay attention.
In Chemistry, we’re doing an experiment on aldehydes that involves a Bunsen burner and ethyl alcohol. Several boys make the required jokes about sneaking alcohol out of class to take to the game tonight. I bite my tongue to keep from telling them to go ahead… if they want to go blind.
In the row in front of me, two girls huddle together talking instead of measuring their alcohol.
“…is pissed that Evan isn’t playing tonight.”
Evan’s name catches my attention and I turn my head so I can eavesdrop better.
“He’s been acting so freaky-weird. I don’t know what he was sick with last week, but it totally messed with his head,” Sabrina says. She’s what Monica and I called a Wanna Be, hanging on the edge of the popular girls’ circle and hoping to be cool by association.
“Yeah, well I heard he wasn’t sick. I heard he was missing.”
My heart trips.
“What?”
“He was missing, but his parents were too embarrassed to file a police report so they told everyone he was sick. Then a day and a half later, he just showed up at home, acting weird.”
“How do you know this?” Sabrina asks.
“I heard it from Kristin who heard it from Lindsey who heard it from Sarah.”
That sounds reliable. Not.
“What do you—?”
Mr. Burton passes their table. “Sabrina, shouldn’t you be conducting an experiment instead of talking?”
“Sorry, Mr. Burton.”
They turn to their equipment and lower their voices, leaving me to wonder what really happened.
 
I’m one of the first students to arrive in history and take my seat, then pull out my notebook to draw. I try to ignore the stream of students pouring through the door, but my eyes disregard my intent and search for one student in particular. When he arrives, he fills the doorway and pauses as he looks in my corner, making eye contact. He smiles and his eyes light up. A couple people push him through the door, and he moves to his seat. He glances at me over his shoulder, then turns to Mr. Archer, who resumes his discussion on the Vietnam War from the previous day.
Instead of taking notes, I watch Evan. Until this week, I’ve hardly had contact with him but even I know he’s different. He looks back a couple of times and finds me watching, his eyes serious as he offers a smile.
When the bell rings, the class flees like the Jews in Egypt, only Moses led them to the Promised Land and the students of James Monroe High School are rushing off to prepare for a football game. Evan has left with them. This knowledge brings a mixture of regret and relief. I’m not sure I’m capable of dealing with my feelings about him right now.
A poster taped across the front of my locker encourages the Tigers to stomp the Buffaloes. I look around, trying to figure out where it came from, since it wasn’t there before class. Sarah stands by the water fountain with her gaggle of followers, watching me with an evil grin.
I roll my eyes then rip off the poster and throw it onto the floor, where a dozen feet trample it in a matter of seconds. I can’t help my smug smile.
“What do you think you’re doing?”
Sarah stands behind my locker door, but I refuse to acknowledge her. I pull out my books and stuff them into my bag. Slamming the door shut, I turn to her and fake a startled expression.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there.”
Her eyes narrow, and she leans toward me. Her pointy finger thrusts into my chest. “I know what you’re up to.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” My heart thumps as I walk around her and into the crowd.
She follows and jumps in my path. “You can fake that poor me image all you want but stay away from Evan.”
“You might want to tell him the rules.” I try to step around her, but she grabs my arm and pulls me back. “What the hell do you want, Sarah? I’m no threat to you.”
She smiles, but it’s artificial. “I know that, Julia.” Her tongue rolls over my name as though it’s rancid. “I only want to make sure you do.” She stands a half-foot taller than me so I have to look up to face her.
I swallow the bile that burns my throat. “Are you done?”
“I suppose that’s up to you.”
“Then we’re done.” I jerk my arm out of her grip and push past her. The collective laughter of the cheerleaders echoes behind me. I keep moving until I’m through the glass doors, bursting into the cold October afternoon. The moment I step outside, I realize my mistake. I’ve forgotten my coat, but I’d rather face the chilly air than go back to my locker. The wind stings my face. My eyes burn from the wintery blast, not as a reaction to Sarah, but tears roll down my cheeks either way.
I’m early enough to catch the bus, and even thought it tempts me since it’s so cold, my anxiety rises at the thought of dealing with a buttload of people in such a confined space. Instead, I cut across the student parking lot, dodging cars whose drivers are eager to escape school property. Probably to fill up their flasks to bring to the football game.
“Julia!” My name carries in the wind, whirling around the cars and people filling the lot.
I spin around to find its source, regretting the impulse the moment I act. For all I know, it’s Sarah. My gaze stops on Evan. His arm drapes across the roof of his car. He leans into it in a casual stance, his jacket hanging open. His black hair is just long enough to blow in the gusty wind, which, added to his pea coat, reminds me of a sailor bracing for a storm.
Without thinking, my feet propel me forward. He watches me approach, his face expressionless. I stop several feet away, suddenly hesitant.
The arm by his side twitches, his fingers flexing then curling, as though he is unsure what to do. My eyes linger there, then lift to his face. His cheeks are pink from the wind and stand out against his pale complexion. Funny, how I remember him having more of a tan. Out in the sunlight, his blue eyes are striking, a crisp clear blue, like an unblemished topaz. They warm my insides in spite of the frigid autumn air.
“Hi.”
His lips barely part to utter the word. A common salutation, yet that one word makes my breath stick in my chest.
“Did you drive to school?”
The mention of driving returns me to reality, and I let out my breath with a whoosh. I lift a chunk of hair that the wind blows across my face. “No, I walk.”
His eyes widen. “In the cold? Where’s your coat?”
“I forgot it. It’s not far.”
“You can’t walk home without a coat. Let me drive you.”
The thought of getting in Evan’s car sets a flock of birds to flight in my gut, all fighting for the narrow escape route.
I shake my head and take a step back. “No…”
His arm on the roof slides to his side as he moves toward me. “I promise to be a gentleman.”
His use of the word gentleman makes me smile.
“See? I’m not so scary. If you catch pneumonia then I can’t tutor you, and I’ll have to pick up trash off the highway instead. You wouldn’t force that on me, would you?”
I laugh. “So what you’re saying is this is really all about you, that I’m doing you a favor?”
“Well, yeah…” He hangs his head with a sheepish grin.
He’s impossibly cute and I’m unable to resist. “When you put it that way, how can I refuse? What kind of person would I be to make you pick up trash?”
He gently grabs the back of my arm and leads me to the other side of the car, opening the passenger door. I look at him and search his face before climbing in, my hesitation returning. I suddenly need reassurance this is a good idea.
His smile falls and a tender expression takes its place. “It’s okay, Julia. I only want to drive you home so you don’t freeze to death. Straight to your house, driving the speed limit.”
I lower my head and duck into the car. Evan’s already started the engine, so the interior is partially warm. He shuts the door once I swing my legs inside and is in his seat in a matter of moments.
“Wow. That was fast.”
He shifts the car into reverse, then turns to me. “I didn’t want to give you time to change your mind.”
I can’t help laughing. Evan is wittier than I remember, not that I ever really knew him.
He backs up and takes his place in the line of cars exiting the parking lot.
I sit with my legs stiff, my hands in my lap. My fingers weave in and out of each other. I’ve never been in a car with a boy before. I sneak a look at Evan, who studies the line in front of us. Both hands hold the steering wheel in an uncomfortable-looking position. As I watch his thumb tap the top of the steering wheel, I wonder if perhaps he’s nervous too.
I nearly snort.
Evan Whittaker nervous to be in a car with me? I can’t squelch the chuckle that rises in my throat.
He turns to me in surprise.
“Sorry, I’m just nervous.”
“Why?”
“Why? Are you kidding? For one, this is the first time I’ve been in a car with a boy. And two, I still have no idea why you’re being so nice to me.” Why did I tell him that?
“Really? You’ve never been in a car with a boy before?”
My face grows hot and I decide to ignore his question, rather than officially acknowledge how lame I really am.
The cars in front of us move and we inch forward. “I’ve already told you why I’m helping you.”
“Yeah, I know. Community service.” But there has to be more. I might be somewhat delusional, but Evan has some type of interest in me, and it has nothing to do with tutoring.
I look out the window, toward the front entrance of the school. Sarah and her friends stand on the sidewalk outside the door. Her mouth gapes as we drive by. The blood rushes to my toes and leaves me lightheaded, but I force myself to smile. Somehow, I resist the urge to wave.
“You do know that Sarah doesn’t approve of your interest in my academic success, don’t you?”
Evan laughs. “There’s an interesting way to put it.” He swivels his head to look in her direction. “Yeah, she’s made her feelings clear.”
“Yet you’re doing it anyway.”
His eyes narrow as his tone turns cold. “Sarah Chapman doesn’t own me.”
“You also know defying her is social suicide.”
“I’m not sure who made her social dictator of the school. Maybe it’s time someone stands up to her.”
I lean into the car door to study him through narrowed eyes. “I can’t believe you’re saying that. Especially the way she hangs on you like she’s your pet poodle.”
He inhales with a scowl. “Yeah, about that…”
“Look, what you and Sarah do is your business.”
He reaches the exit of the parking lot, turning right as the safety guard waves us through. “It’s complicated.”
“As I said—”
“Let’s talk about something else.”
Why did I bring up Sarah?
The mailboxes fly by my side window, and it is several blocks before I realize he’s driving toward my house. I haven’t given him directions.
“How do you know where I live?” I don’t try to hide my suspicion.
He looks startled as his eyebrows raise “Uh…”
I groan at my stupidity. “Because of Monica, of course. I’m sorry.” After she died, students brought flowers and stuffed animals to put in her front yard. Evan had probably been one of them.
His eyebrows furrow. “Yeah… Monica.” He clears his throat and his grip tightens on the steering wheel. “You said the accident was your fault because the police said it was. Don’t you know?”
I shift in my seat. I’ve never talked to anyone about the accident other than my mother, and my nerves tingle with anxiety. “I don’t remember what happened.”
He turns to me, his raised eyebrows showing his surprise.
“Monica and I left the school picnic and were headed to my sister’s birthday party. She’s had it at the playground area outside of town ever since she was three years old. I remember rounding the curve in the road, the one past the old stone church, and my head got kind of fuzzy. I don’t remember anything about the crash. The next thing I remember is waking up in the hospital.”
His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows. “You weren’t meeting anyone?” His voice quivers.
I narrow my eyes in confusion. “My family at my sister’s party. Which I ruined, needless to say.”
We drive the rest of the way in awkward silence. He pulls next to the curb in front of my house and shifts the car into park. He turns to me and his blue eyes sparkle in the sunlight. “I feel like I should walk you to the door.”
“Why, Evan Whittaker, you just might be a gentleman.”
He laughs. “I already told you I was.”
I reach for the door handle.
“Hey, Julia.” He shifts in his seat.
I freeze, my hand on the lever.
“What are you doing this weekend?”
Sure I’ve heard him wrong, I hesitate, worrying my response will make me look like an idiot. “Um… I’m studying this weekend.” Gaining some confidence, I lift my chin and grin. “I’ve got a lot of trigonometry to make up.”
“I was thinking, maybe…” He lifts a hand to the steering wheel then takes a deep breath as he stares into my eyes. “I thought maybe I could come over and help you.”
His topaz eyes hold mine. My peripheral vision fades away, and it’s as though I’m at the bottom of a well. The only thing I can see is his face.
Surely, he didn’t just ask to come over to my house.
He misinterprets my hesitation. “Or… we could meet at the library, if you’d rather do that.”
The thought of explaining his presence to my parents is a hurdle I don’t feel like vaulting. “I’ll be at the library tomorrow afternoon. It would be great if you showed up . . .that is, if I need help.” Could I look like a bigger fool? “But if something else comes up and you can’t make it, you don’t have to worry…”
A smile lights up his face, and I’m melting. I bask in the warmth, until it occurs to me that I’m sitting outside my house in Evan’s car. Anna will be home soon and find me here. I open the door, the cold air whistling through the crack.
“I’ll see you tomorrow.” His voice is soft.
Smiling, I climb out of the car and stand in the yard, watching him drive away. My heart feels lighter, for the first time in months.



CHAPTER SIX
 
IN SPITE OF last night’s questionable results, I sit with my family at dinner. We eat pizza while everyone discusses their plans. Mom and Dad are going to see a movie with friends, even though they are barely speaking to each other, my father answering Mom’s questions with grunts. Anna has been invited to a sleepover. As usual, I’m doing nothing.
Mom makes a stab at conversation again, but our responses are stilted. Dad refuses to look at me, and Anna watches as though my head will spin at any second.
As soon as we finish, they disappear, leaving me alone. My room suddenly feels suffocating, so I flop on the sofa in the living room and spend the next hour flipping through channels.
The phone rings and I jump. A cordless unit lays on the table next to me, and I consider letting the answering machine get it until the name on caller ID pops up.
Evan.
Before I can chicken out, or even think of what to say, my thumb pushes the talk button. “Hello.”
After a half-second of silence, he says, “Julia?”
“Yeah.”
“This is Evan.”
A crowd cheers in the background. “Where are you?”
“The football game.”
I can’t imagine why he’d be calling me, let alone from the game. “So you really aren’t playing?”
“No.”
My curiosity is piqued, but I stop myself from asking why not. “What’s up?”
“I thought I’d call and see if you were having any problems with your trig homework.”
I laugh. “Do you get to count this in your community service hours?”
“Nah, this is a freebie.”
The crowd breaks into even louder cheering. “What’s going on there?”
“I think we just got a touchdown.”
“You think? Aren’t you supposed to know?”
“I suppose, but something more interesting caught my attention.”
My cheeks flush making me thankful no one’s around to see.
“So, do you need any help?”
“Actually, no. I’m not doing homework. I’m trying to find something to watch on TV.”
“Ah, a procrastinator, huh?” He laughs. “Maybe next week you should come to the game.”
I hold my breath then release it. He didn’t ask me to go with him, just suggested I go. “Yeah, I’m not really a football kind of girl.”
“No? What kind of girl are you then?”
That’s a good question. Even though I feel myself becoming more normal, I don’t think I’ll ever be the person I was before. “Not a football game-goer.”
“Okay, what else?”
“Don’t you have a game to watch?”
“Not until you tell me two more things. What’s the first thing that pops into your head when you think about yourself?”
“This is stupid.”
“No, it’s not. It’s proven psychology. Besides, I’m not hanging up until you do.”
I roll my eyes even if he can’t see it. I don’t really want him to hang up, but I’m out of my element here. “Okay.”
“Good, now don’t think about it. Just blurt out the first thing that pops into your head. One word that describes you. Go.”
“Artistic.” Where did that come from? Does drawing elaborate curlicues make me artistic?
“See? That wasn’t so hard. Okay one more. One word to describe you. Go.”
I clear my mind. “Sad.” Oh, crap. Why did I say that?
His end is silent except for the muffled cheers, which have become fainter. I’ve gone too far and scared him.
After a couple seconds, he speaks. “I know.” His words are soft. “We’re going to fix that. Good night, Julia.”
Staring at the TV with the silent phone to my ear, I’m sure I’ve just hallucinated a phone conversation.
I settle on a show about picking wedding dresses, not that I have any desire to buy one. Watching people who are happy lets me pretend that happiness is possible for me too. I try to remember the last time I was happy and come up with nothing. Maybe it’s not a matter of whether I was happy or unhappy. Maybe it’s something more primal. Before, I existed. Now, I survive.
I leave a note on the fridge asking to go to the library tomorrow afternoon, then climb into bed, and snuggle under the blankets. My mind drifts to Evan, wondering if I’m imagining things that aren’t there.
I dream of him. We sit in a car, but it’s not his. This one is brown and more compact. He’s upset and I’m drowning in guilt.
“Jules, please don’t do this.”
“I’m sorry, Evan, but I have to.” My heart feels shredded and raw as I climb out of his car and into the driver’s seat of another I don’t recognize.
Monica sits in the passenger seat and glares. “I don’t understand why you’re doing this. You need to think about someone else for once.”
I’m startled at the sight of Monica and her mean tone. I partially wake up, feeling uneasy. Sweet Monica would never talk to anyone like that, especially me. Rolling over, I burrow into my pillow, before my dreams resume with my usual snatches of the accident. At the end of the dream, when the familiar feeling of nothingness slips in, I sit upright in bed. Beads of sweat dot the back of my neck.
Sleep remains elusive for the next hour as I struggle with my dreams. I understand the accident. It’s my way of dealing with my guilt, replacing me with Monica. But I don’t understand my dream about Evan.
Dreams aren’t supposed to make sense. They’re just dreams.
I can’t help trying to attach meaning to them anyway. They feel so real, like forgotten memories.
 
The next day I sleep late and find Mom in the bathroom, sitting on the side of the tub, scrubbing the tile.
“I got your note about the library. I can take you when I’m done here. Besides, I have to take your dad’s laptop into the shop. It hasn’t been the same since all the electronics on this side of town acted weird last week. Who knew sunspots could cause so much damage?” She looks over her shoulder. “When do you want me to pick you up?”
“I don’t know yet. I guess it depends on how long it takes to catch up on my trig homework.”
She stops scrubbing, her hand still on the tile. “I’m proud of you for making so much of an effort lately.” Blowing a loose stand of hair out of her face, she gives me a smile. “I want you to know how happy it makes me.”
“Thanks.” Shame burns my gut, embarrassed it takes so little effort to make her happy. I feel selfish and useless. “Want me to clean the toilet?”
She’s taken by surprise. “Good heavens, no. I’m almost done.”
I hang in the doorway, hesitating. Cleaning the bathroom used to be my job. Now nothing is expected of me.
 
A few minutes before noon, Mom and I pull up to the front of the library. “How do you plan to call me when you’re done?”
“I guess I’ll find a pay phone or ask the librarian if I can use theirs.” I start to get out of the car.
Mom touches my arm. “Julia, wait.” She digs in her purse and pulls out a cell phone then hands it to me. “Your old phone was lost in the accident, but we got you a new one, and I’ve been holding onto it. If you’re going to start… doing things again, I’d feel better knowing I can reach you.”
A lump lodges in my throat. It’s just a stupid cell phone. “Thanks, Mom.”
She rubs my arm. “I love you.”
Blinking back tears, I say over my shoulder, “I love you, too.”
The library is crowded when I enter, but I find an empty table close to the windows. The library overlooks a wooded area. The thinning leaves are lit up in brilliant oranges, reds and yellows.
Trig seems the best place to start since I’m so far behind. The fact Evan might show up to help me is an added incentive. I make it through one assignment, and halfway through another, when he slides into the chair next to me.
“Started without me, I see.”
A smile spreads across my face. “Well, I had some work to catch up on after watching all those Lifetime movies last night.”
He looks confused. “Lifetime?”
I roll my eyes. “I know you’re a guy but most guys have heard of Lifetime. And for the record, I didn’t really.”
“Really what?
“Watch Lifetime. I’m not a Lifetime kind of girl.” Our conversation from last night rushes into my memory. Maybe the key to figuring out who I am is to not think about it too much.
“So what did you end up watching?”
“A wedding dress show.”
He laughs and tosses his backpack on the table. “All right then, don’t tell me. How far have you gotten?”
“I’m on the second assignment. Twenty more to go.”
He pulls his textbook out of his backpack and stops to stare out the window. “The colors are so… amazing.”
I glance up. “Oh, the trees. Yeah, I guess so.”
I expect him to start working, but he remains frozen. “Are they always this beautiful?” He asks, his eyes wide in awe.
“The trees? They’re the same trees every year.”
“They’re like this every year?” Disbelief drenches his words.
“You act like you’ve never seen fall leaves before.”
He snaps out of his daze and smiles, but it looks forced. “Of course, I’ve seen leaves before. I just haven’t seen them here.”
“They’re the same everywhere. Besides, are you telling me you don’t ever come to the library?”
His mouth lifts into a mischievous grin. “Nah, I’m not a library kind of guy.”
“Could have fooled me. You seem to be spending a lot of time in them lately. So what kind of guy are you?”
He half-shrugs. “I don’t know, just a guy.”
“Nope, that’s not good enough.” My playfulness catches me off guard, but I go with it. “Let’s play a game. You say the first word that comes to mind about yourself when I say go.”
“Ok-ay.” He draws the word out as though he’s still undecided.
“One word about you. Go.”
“Humble.”
I laugh out loud, and library patrons eye us with suspicion. “No, seriously,” I lean my head closer to his and say in a hushed tone. “I answered you last night. It’s only fair you answer me.”
He tries to look serious but smirks. “Okay. I’ll do my best.”
“Close your eyes this time. Maybe it’ll help.”
His eyelids sink closed and the right side of his mouth forms a lopsided grin.
“First word about you. Go.”
“Driven.”
I smile. His answer is no surprise. “Was that so hard?”
“Can I open my eyes now?”
“No, one more.” I’m amazed to be this close to him and take advantage of the opportunity to study his face. His dark eyelashes are striking against his pale skin. A small scar crosses the bridge of his nose and stubble is scattered across his cheeks and chin. My heart skips as I breathe in his scent. He smells like laundry soap and a hint of autumn leaves. He’s extraordinarily beautiful, although I’m sure he wouldn’t appreciate the adjective choice. But his attractiveness is a reminder there’s no way he can be interested in someone like me without a reason. Sadness seeps into my heart, but I accept it for what it is. Reality.
He shifts in his seat. I’ve taken too long.
“Clear your mind of everything. Your mind is completely blank. Now tell me one word about you. Go.”
“Sad.” His eyelids open. I’ve moved far too close to him, our faces a foot apart. Tears blur his eyes and his mouth lifts into a half-smile.
I can’t imagine why Evan is sad. I consider ignoring his response, but can’t ignore the dejection on his face. I whisper, “We’re going to fix that.”
My cheeks burn as I wonder what possessed me to say such a thing.
His eyes fill with longing and I think he’s going to kiss me, right here in the library. Instead, he swallows. “I think I forgot my pencil in the car.” He looks out the window. “I’ll be back in a minute. Don’t go anywhere.” He stands and disappears before I can offer him my extra.
I worry he’s going to leave, but his half-opened backpack lays on top of the table. Fingering the zipper on his worn, army-green canvas bag, I wonder what made Evan so upset.
My gaze lifts to the trees bursting with fall colors. They’re beautiful this time of year, and although I have to admit the view here is gorgeous, his reaction seems odd, along with his sudden interest in me. There’s no denying it’s more than his compulsion to tutor me.
The chair beside me scrapes the floor, and Evan sits, slightly subdued, his face blotchy. He pulls out a notebook and opens to a blank page.
I almost ask if he found his pencil, but we both know that’s not why he left. “Do you have work of your own?” I ask. “Because I don’t need help with this part.”
“Don’t worry. I’ve got plenty of my own homework.”
We spend the next hour working side by side. When I’ve finished three trig assignments and can’t stand any more, I close my textbook. Evan looks up. “Done?”
“With trig, for now. The math portion of my brain is mush.”
“Moving onto history?”
McCarthyism and the Cold War isn’t calling out to me. “No, I think I’ll work on English Lit. I have some stories to read.” I study his face. His eyes are soft, and his hand slides closer to mine. My heart melts as my guard flies up. I’m not sure I should trust him. “Tell me a story about yourself.”
His shoulders jerk and he sits straighter. “What?”
“If we’re going to spend time together, tell me something about yourself, other than the obvious.”
“Obvious?”
“You know like you’re popular, you play football, and date cheerleaders. Tutoring the social outcast doesn’t fit with your M.O., so tell me something to make me trust you.”
His eyebrows knit in confusion. “M.O.?” He releases a loud breath. “A story, huh? Okay. Hmm…” He taps his pencil as his gaze wanders to the trees, then back to me.
“It has to be about you.”
He laughs. “Okay. Once upon a time—”
I raise an eyebrow with a sarcastic grin.
“It’s a story, right? It needs to start like one.” He leans closer, folding his hands together on top of the table as his voice softens. “Once upon a time there was a little boy who loved a little girl. They were in the same kindergarten class. He was determined to make her notice him, so he teased her mercilessly, but it only made her hate him. He was about to despair since he knew that this little girl was the love of his life. His life would be incomplete without her.” Evan’s eyes mist.
“How could he know that? He was only in kindergarten.”
He lifts his mouth into a tight grin and picks at the corner of his paper. “Some things you just know. Anyway, one day he noticed another boy push her at recess and he ran over to stop him, but the girl had already shoved the other boy to the ground. But she saw the boy run over to help her, and she smiled at him. He was a goner.”
“Who was the little girl? Sarah?”
He scowls with a snort. “No.” He looks up into my eyes. “The girl left him for a while and he was devastated. Then one day, he found out where she was.”
“Did he go to her?”
“He moved heaven and hell to get there.”
“Who is she?” I whisper.
But he only looks at me until he clears his throat. “Nope, that’s my story. You never said I had to mention names.”
“That wasn’t about you and that was the rule. It had to be about you.”
“I assure you it’s about me and if you think about it long enough, maybe you’ll figure out who she is.” He leans back in his chair. “Time to get back to work. Let me know if you need any help.”
I scour my brain, searching for memories of Evan, but they’re all fuzzy. I still doubt his truthfulness but realize he’s not going to volunteer any answers right now. I pull out my notebook and it falls open to a page full of my drawings.
Evan leans forward. “What’s that?”
Covering it with my hand, I slide it toward my backpack. “It’s just doodling. I started doing this after the accident.”
He reaches for it and stops. “Can I see?”
I hesitate. No one’s seen my drawings. But the gentleness in his eyes is reassuring, and I slowly slide it toward him. “Sure, it’s just doodles. I don’t even think about it when I draw. It just flows out.”
He pulls it closer to look, then sucks in his breath. “You don’t know what this is?”
“No. Do you?”
His face is paler than usual, and after a moment of hesitation, he nods.
“What is it?”
Evan scoots the notebook between the two of us. “See this? It’s a Celtic love knot.” His finger traces a scroll design in the middle. The lines on the page are so intricately woven it’s difficult to make out. Finally, two elaborate interwoven hearts jump out, one upside down on the other.
“I didn’t even know I was doing this,” I whisper. “I can’t believe I drew that.”
“Why not? You’re an artist.”
I purse my lips and shake my head. “No. I don’t know why I said that last night. I wasn’t lying, though. It just slipped out.”
His lips part as he stares at me in disbelief. “But you can draw. Look at this.” He points to the paper.
“No, I only started doing this after the accident. I could never draw anything before.”
He sits back in his chair in silence.
“You said this was a Celtic knot. I thought Celtic knots were three interwoven triangles, not two hearts.”
After a couple seconds, he sits straighter. “Um…” He rubs a hand over his face. “Celtic knots have lots of different shapes and styles. Triangles usually represent the Holy Trinity. This is a love knot, which is why it has two hearts. The lines don’t have a beginning or an end. It represents a timeless love.”
“How do you know about Celtic knots?”
He pauses, then, for the first time since he saw the page, he smiles. “I’m Irish. Part of my heritage.”
“Whittaker doesn’t sound very Irish.”
“I’m Irish on my mother’s side.”
“Lucky you. I’m German. You get St. Patrick’s Day and Celtic folklore. I get wiener schnitzel and sauerkraut.”
The smile disappears. “You’re different.”
Dread creeps in. “I thought that was obvious.” My words are clipped.
“Wait. That’s not what I meant.”
Pulling the notebook away, I close the cover. “That’s okay. I know what I am.”
“And what exactly do you think you are?”
I heave a sigh. “A freak.”
He grabs my chin and turns my head to face him. His eyes narrow, and he looks angry. “You’re not a freak and don’t you let anyone make you think you are. You’ve been through hell.”
The courage to ask the question burning in my gut erupts. “Why now, Evan? Why notice me now?”
He searches my face. “Because it took me this long to find you.” His hand drops, and he turns his attention to the window. “I’m going to call it a day. If you have any problems, give me a call.” He stands and is gone before I can say anything.
I stay at the library for two more hours, only paying partial attention to my English Lit reading, and continuously looking over my shoulder, half expecting Evan to show up. He’s not coming back. You scared him away.
But his words run through my head.
Then one day, he found out where she was.
Because it took me this long to find you.
…if you think about it long enough, maybe you’ll figure out who she is.
How could I be the girl he was looking for? I never left and neither did he . . . wait. He did. He was missing a couple of days last week. My imagination runs wild before I rein it in. Evan tutors me. Nothing more, nothing less. Of course, after this, he might not even show up on Tuesday.
 
I go home and dig out my kindergarten yearbook, flipping pages until I find my class. My finger flies through the pictures, searching for Evan’s name. Nothing. I turn the page and find him in another class, with Sarah. To my annoyance, disappointment courses through my veins.
I go to bed and relive the afternoon in my head, trying to remember every nuance. It all comes back to me, flying my freak flag in front of him. Of course, he tried to make me feel better. Turns out that Evan Whittaker’s a nice boy after all.
My pillow bears the brunt of my frustration, in my vain attempt to get him out of my head.
Sleep is impossible until I resolve this. I turn on the lamp next to my bed and dig the cell phone out of my backpack. The paper with Evan’s phone number is in my drawer.
I stare at his number, hoping it will tell me to forget this foolish idea, but the paper only mocks me with silence. With a groan, I punch his number into my phone, and my thumb hovers over the send button.
I can’t do it. I can’t call him.
Instead, I go to the text screen and compose a lengthy text in my head, explaining my reaction, but in the end, I only type two words.
Sorry – Julia
My hand grips my phone for what seems like forever, waiting for him to reply. Defeated, I turn off the light and crawl under the covers.
Just as I begin to doze, the phone vibrates with a text.
Jules, don’t say sorry. You didn’t do anything wrong. Sweet dreams.
And for the first time in months, they are.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
MY SEMI-RETURN AS a functioning member of society means that I’m expected to attend church. Mom beams when we walk in, her family once again intact, even though we couldn’t be more distant if we sat on opposite sides of the sanctuary.
To my relief, we skip the tradition of eating out after church and head home for sandwiches. Anna goes to a friend’s house when we finish, and my parents disappear for their Sunday afternoon nap. I shut myself in my room and pull out my trig book.
Halfway through the first problem, my phone vibrates with a text message. I check the screen, but already know who it is.
What are you doing?
Trig, I text back. What are you doing?
Calculus. Having any problems?
My stomach seizes. I want to see him, and consider lying, but I type, No.
His reply takes longer than I expect. Okay, I’m here if you need me.
With a sigh, I work on my math problem. If he wasn’t so nice, then maybe I wouldn’t like him so much.
Fifteen minutes later, he sends another text. Do you really not draw?
No.
But you’re talented.
I doodle.
Have you tried?
Other than doodling? No.
I work on another problem, obsessively checking my phone for a new message. Nothing.
My mind wanders to the Celtic love knot on my page. How could I have drawn it and not known? I don’t remember ever seeing one, but must have and forgotten. My subconscious found it buried somewhere and put it on the paper.
I pull out my notebook and flip to the page Evan looked at. Now that I know it’s there, the love knot is obvious, like an optical illusion that jumps out of a picture. The hearts are mirror images of one another, and are composed of lines that intertwine in multiple places. They seem hopelessly tangled. Around the hearts are a group of scroll designs, scrolls and arabesques. Nothing else jumps out at me, but it doesn’t mean nothing else is there. I’ve drawn these things for months and never noticed the hearts before.
Turning to the previous page, I search for the love knot. The first one could have been a fluke, but within seconds, I spot another one. Nearly identical to the first, it’s in the upper right hand corner. Scrolls and curving geometrics frame this one as well, but are slightly different. Page after page contains Celtic knots.
If I’ve sketched hidden love knots, what else have I drawn? I look for five minutes and see nothing. Evan found the knots so maybe I can convince him to look again. The only problem is that I want to know now and won’t spend time with him until Tuesday afternoon.
Patience has never been one of my best virtues.
I lay on my bed and stare at the ceiling. This should freak me out, but instead, it’s oddly comforting. My doodling means something. My subconscious must be trying to tell me something. What it has to do with two hearts representing a timeless love is beyond me.
I sit up and finish my page, completing six trig assignments this weekend. That’s a lot of math for someone who doesn’t particularly like it.
When I wander to the kitchen to get a drink, angry voices drift from Mom and Dad’s room. The door is closed but snippets of sentences drift through.
“She’s been making a real effort,” Mom says.
Dad’s voice comes through, sounding weary. “Things have to change.”
Mom becomes exasperated. “She’s trying. Can’t you see that?”
Dad is silent.
My face ignites with shame for eavesdropping, but the fact that I’m the topic of their conversation makes me nauseous.
Dad is giving up on me.
My head is fuzzy with worry as I get my glass of ice water and go back to my room. Sinking on the bed, I stare at the dent in the wall. The one the picture frame made several days ago. The frame still sits on the bedside table and Monica’s face smiles at me, convicting me of my crimes.
Down the hall a door bangs, followed by my mother’s shouting. I jump up and open my door a crack. Dad walks into the hall carrying a suitcase.
Mom stands in the doorway, gripping the door jam with white knuckles. “Don’t you do this, John. Don’t you abandon us.” Her anger pierces the tense silence.
He stops in the living room and slowly turns to face her, suitcase still in his hand. His lip quivers and his voice cracks. “I can’t do this any more, Miranda. I’m sorry.”
“What am I suppose to tell the girls?” Tears saturate her words.
He looks at the ceiling and exhales. “Tell them I failed them.” Then he walks out the front door.
Mom sags into the door, sobs pouring from her body as she falls to the floor in a puddle. I watch through the crack, unsure what to do.
This is my fault.
I rush to her and drop to the floor, throwing my arms around her heaving body. She pulls me into an embrace and buries her face in my hair. Mom’s body collapses on my shoulder as she cries. My hair is wet and sticks to my neck. Cramps seize my back, but I steel myself to be strong for her. As she settles down, her grip on my waist loosens. I lean my head against the doorframe and close my eyes, desperately searching for a way to help her. My hand lifts to her head, and I stroke her hair like she’s done for me a million and one times.
I have no idea how long we sit when the front door opens. We lift our heads, both hopeful. Instead, Anna stands in the open doorway, the cold wind whooshing past her and down the hall, lifting goose bumps on my arms. The color on her face fades to gray. “What happened?”
Mom sits up and wipes the tears from her face with both hands. “It’s okay, Anna.”
Anna remains frozen in the doorway, her hand still on the doorknob. “What happened?” she asks again, more insistent.
Mom rises. “Anna, shut the door. It’s freezing out there.”
And just like that, my mom’s back. A pool of anguish one moment, in control the next. I wonder if that’s what she did after my accident. Did she fall apart, then put herself back together? How many times can a person shatter and have enough pieces left to be whole?
Anna shuts the door, leery of whatever’s reduced our mother to crying on the floor. Mom goes to her and pulls her to the sofa, both settling on the edge of the cushions. I follow behind and stand at the entrance to the hall, leaning against the wall to support my shaky legs.
“What’s wrong?” Anna asks, her voice breaking.
Mom takes both of Anna’s hands and her face tightens with resolve. “You know that Daddy and I haven’t gotten along very well lately. We’ve both tried really hard, but Daddy’s tired. He just needs a little break, like a mini-vacation.”
Anna jerks her hands from Mom’s. “I’m not a baby, Mom, and I’m not stupid. Dad left us, didn’t he?”
Mom’s mouth drops open and she glances at me.
I step forward. “It’s only temporary. Dad just needs to think things through.”
Anna looks up, seething with anger. “You.” She stands and pushes my chest.
I stumble back, gasping in surprise. “Anna—”
She charges, shoving me into the wall. “This is all your fault.”
“Anna!” Mom cries.
Anna’s shorter than me, but her anger gives her the strength she lacks in size. Her hands grab my shoulders and shake, rattling my head into the wall. “This is all your fault! Everything is your fault!” she shrieks, her eyes wild.
“Anna!” Mom grips Anna’s shoulders and pulls her away, wrapping her arms around Anna’s body. “It’s not Julia’s fault. It’s no one’s fault. It just happened.”
Anna collapses into Mom, despair replacing her anger. The air in the room becomes too thick to breathe, the misery tainting our house too suffocating. I grab my heavy sweater and cell phone off the bed, then run out the front door. I need to escape, even if it’s only an illusion.
I wander for an hour before ending up in a park a few blocks from my house. The cold wind ensures that it’s deserted. I sit on a swing and push off, my feet reaching for the sky. As the swing comes back down, I tuck my feet tight, my legs too long for the height between the seat and the ground, and pump hard. My feet shoot up farther. I close my eyes and lean back, my hair streaming behind me. I’m flying, far, far away from all the pain and despair and torment. The wind rushes over my face and the weight on my heart lifts, if only for this moment.
For a brief second, I consider letting go, flying off into the unknown where I don’t have to deal with rejection and guilt. Or plunging to my death. Either is an acceptable option.
I stop pumping and let the swing slow until it barely moves, then lean my head against the chain. Dad is gone. I’ve driven him away, and now Mom and Anna pay the price. I search my brain, looking for the way to fix everything and make it better, but come up with nothing.
Some things can’t be undone.
The phone in my jeans pocket buzzes. It’s vibrated several times since I fled the house. I’ve ignored it, not ready to talk to Mom, but I’ve worried her enough already. I dig it out and find ten missed calls from Mom. Five texts and a phone call from Evan.
Evan.
My eyes sink closed. My life is a complicated mess and I can’t drag Evan into it. The best thing to do is talk to him as little as possible. The thought twists like a knife in my heart, the grief more overwhelming than it should be. I have no right to feel grief regarding Evan, yet denial doesn’t lessen the pain. Instead, anger rises up to take its place. Finally, I felt myself returning to some type of normal and it’s all jerked away in an instant.
I call home and listen to the phone ring, wondering if Mom has left to search for me, but she answers, breathless. “Julia?”
“I’m okay, Mom.”
She gasps. “Oh, thank God. If anything happened…”
“I’m okay. Really. I just needed some air, and Anna needed a chance to cool down.”
“Just come home, Julia. Please, come home.”
I suck in a deep breath. The last place I want to go is home, but it’s time to think about someone else for once. Mom needs me. “Okay. I’ll be home soon.”
We disconnect and I start to read the messages from Evan but stop. There’s no reason to make this harder. I shove the phone in my pocket and stand.
It’s time to atone for my sins.



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
MOM GIVES ME a bone-crushing hug when I get home, then plasters on an artificial smile and pretends as though nothing has happened. As though our family hasn’t been ripped to shreds.
Anna shoots a glare from behind Mom’s back, then ignores me most of the evening, as though I don’t exist.
I can live with this. I already do.
We fake our way through dinner, with Mom’s forced happy banter, until the tension becomes so thick I can no longer choke down my pasty macaroni and cheese. I escape to the sanctuary of my room under the guise of homework, and even though I really do have intentions of doing it, I’m distracted. The image of my father walking out the door keeps popping into my head, making the pasta in my gut feel like a ten-pound weight.
Evan calls and texts numerous times throughout the evening, until I turn off my phone, holding firm in my resolve to ignore him.
After a couple hours of studying with little progress to show for it, I give up and climb into bed. I toss and turn before falling into a troubled, dreamless sleep.
 
In the morning, Mom’s in the kitchen pouring a cup of coffee. She makes an attempt to smile, but the dark circles under her swollen eyes give her away.
I can’t stand seeing her this way and pull her into a hug. “I’m sorry.” I whisper in her ear.
She leans back and cups my cheek. “It’s not your fault. Do you hear me?” Her eyes probe mine, demanding an answer.
My throat burns, but I choke out, “Yes.”
“It’s not your fault,” she murmurs and squeezes me tighter.
 
I dread going to school. The thought of facing Sarah makes me nauseated, but the thought of seeing Evan makes me lightheaded. I’m not sure I have the strength to stay away from him.
It’s easy to avoid him all morning, until I turn the corner to English Lit. Evan and Sarah stand several feet from the classroom door, Sarah clinging tighter than usual. My pulse speeds up and I freeze, several bodies slamming into me from behind. I stumble forward, then hide behind a group of people next to the lockers as I watch Evan.
He frowns, glaring at the top of Sarah’s head as she scans the hall. I know who she’s looking for. She spots me and her eyes narrow with laser focus. She tugs on Evan’s arm, wrapping it around her waist, then flashes a triumphant smile.
The blood rushes from my face.
I don’t want him, so why am I upset?
I hide around the corner. Evan pushes Sarah’s arm away and scans the crowd with an anxious look. He walks away as the tardy bells rings, but I wait until Sarah goes into the class before going in. An eerie silence fills the hall.
Even though my impromptu hide-and-seek makes me late to English Lit, Mrs. Jacobs doesn’t seem to notice. Sarah turns her head sideways to watch me slide in my seat. The way her eyes follow my every move reminds me of a predator tracking its prey. A cold chill shoots up my back. Seeing Evan has set me on edge, and Sarah’s hatred nearly topples me over it.
When the dismissal bell rings, the class gathers their books and bags to leave. Sarah hangs back with Lindsey as though she’s waiting for me.
“Julia, can you stay behind for a moment?” Mrs. Jacobs calls to me on my way out.
“Sure.”
Sarah curls her lips into a sneer, then she and Lindsey leave.
Mrs. Jacobs leans against her desk. “I’ve noticed you’re participating in class.”
I feel like a kindergartener being praised for learning how to raise my hand. “Thanks, I’m trying.”
“I’ve been thinking it might help if you joined an extracurricular activity. Forensics will be starting soon. It might be fun and you might forget about . . .things.”
Things. If only I could compartmentalize my problems into a folder titled Things. “Yeah, thanks, Mrs. Jacobs. I’ll think about it.”
Thankfully, Sarah is gone, but I have no desire to tempt fate by going into the lunchroom. Instead, I escape to the choir room and sit in my corner. I’ve just settled on the floor when the door swings open, and I involuntarily draw a deep breath. The only person who’s ever seen me here is Lindsey. It has to be her and Sarah.
But it’s Evan. His anxious face scans the dark room until he finds me in the corner. His face and shoulders relax as he walks over and sinks to the floor across from me. “Did you bring lunch?”
Of all the things I think he might say, this isn’t one of them. “What?”
His backpack flops on the floor in front of him and he unzips it, pulling out a brown paper bag. “Did you bring lunch?” His face looks up to see my stunned expression. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” He pulls two sandwiches out of his bag. “Turkey or peanut butter?”
“Uh… peanut butter.”
He hands it to me. “Good choice. You need to put more fat on your bones. You’ve lost too much weight.”
As I take a bite, I can’t help wondering how Evan knows I’ve lost weight.
Evan studies his sandwich. “Why didn’t you answer my texts yesterday? Or my calls?”
“Evan…”
“I thought we were friends.” He sounds hurt as his eyes look up into mine.
Evan thinks we’re friends. Why this surprises me so much I’m not sure, given all his text messages and phone calls. I give him a half-smile. “It’s complicated.”
He grimaces. “Aww… I see.”
“No, it’s not what you think.”
Evan pulls a bottle of water out of his backpack and offers it to me. “Then tell me what it is.”
“Evan…”
“Why are you shutting me out?” His voice pings off the metal chair legs in the room.
To my dismay, tears fill my eyes. “That would imply that I actually let you in.”
He puts his hand over mine, the bottle still in my grip. “Then let me in, Julia. Let me help you.”
I stare into his eyes and wish for things I have no business wishing for. “No.” I whisper as a tear slips down my cheek. “I hurt everyone I touch.”
He shakes his head and lifts his hand up to my cheek. His thumb wipes away my tear. “No, you definitely don’t.”
I’m floored. “How can you say that? You don’t even know me.”
“I know you better than you think. You’re blaming yourself for something you had no control over. You don’t remember what happened. You need to let it go, Jules.”
I close my eyes. If only it was that easy.
His lips brush my forehead and then his hand is gone, my cheek left cold and exposed. “You need to eat. You need to take care of yourself.”
My eyes open, sure I’ve just dreamed that Evan kissed my forehead.
“Do you come here every lunch period?”
It takes me a moment to recover before I answer. “No, just when I can’t deal with facing the student body of James Monroe High School.”
He grins. “Then you do come here every day.”
He puts me at ease, and I can’t help laughing. “Close. How did you find me here?”
“I followed you.” Evan pulls an apple and a bag of chips out of his brown sack as I finish my sandwich. “Why did you stop answering my texts?” He hands me the chips and takes a bite of the apple.
I consider dodging his question but decide to tell him the truth. Maybe he can help. “My father left yesterday.”
He takes another bite, the sharp crunch filling the room. “You mean like on a business trip?”
“No. He left us. He walked out.”
Evan pauses, the apple halfway to his mouth.
I shrug. “I shouldn’t be surprised. He hasn’t been the same since the accident. He can’t look at me. He can’t deal with me. So he left.”
“Jules, I’m so sorry. In spite of what you think, it’s not your fault your dad left.”
His challenge makes me bristle. “How would you know? You don’t even know him.”
Evan seems to weigh his words before he speaks. “I know he sucks as a dad if he abandoned his family when they need him the most.”
“No, I pushed him too far.”
His face contorts with frustration. “Why? Because you were in an accident? Because you’re upset that your best friend died? What about unconditional love, Julia? Dads aren’t supposed to leave when things get hard.”
I look away. “I need to fix this. I need to figure out how to get him to come back so my mom will stop crying, and my sister will stop hating me.”
“Julia, it’s not your responsibility to fix your parents’ marriage.”
Indignation spills into my words. “I knew you wouldn’t understand.” What I’m saying is untrue and unfair, yet I can’t stop myself.
His hand rests on my knee as his shoulders slump. He says in a hushed tone, “I’m sorry. I know how hard it was for you to tell me. Let me think about it and see if I can come up with anything.”
I inhale a breath of relief. “Thanks.”
We eat in silence until the bell rings. Shouldering his backpack, he stands up then reaches down to me, his palm open. I look into his solemn face as my hand finds his. He pulls me to my feet and his eyes light up as his mouth lifts into a lopsided grin. I stand inches from him, close enough to smell the faint hint of his soap. The top of my head reaches the bottom of his chin and I have to tilt my head back to look up at him, our lips barely inches apart.
His pupils dilate. He drops my hand and takes a step back. “We need to get to class or we’ll be tardy.”
“Yeah.” A chain around his neck has fallen out from beneath his shirt as he bent over and the light shining through the blinds catches a pendant dangling from it. I lean closer to get a better look as Evan’s eyes widen.
It’s a Celtic love knot.
My head jerks up to face him, as he hastily reaches up and tucks the necklace under his shirt.
His hand finds the small of my back as he steers me to the door. “I’ll see you in history.”
I force a smile in my confusion. “I’ll be there.”
We walk into the hallway, going opposite directions. I resist the urge to watch him walk away.
In biology, I sit in a flabbergasted daze. Why is Evan wearing a Celtic love knot? Obviously, that’s how he knew what it was on my page. It’s odd that he’s wearing one and I’m drawing one. That can’t be a coincidence. I shiver.
Irritation rankles close behind. I broke my vow to stay away from him, and all it took was a brown bag lunch to crumple my defenses. Yet I can’t ignore that my heart feels lighter and that hope replaces my despair when I’m with him. Surely, that counts for something.
That and he might have answers to my mysteries.
After class, I find him waiting outside the door. He smiles at me and the sad truth sinks in. I can’t stay away from Evan and I don’t want to. My heart craves him too much.
We walk to my locker and the rightness of being next to him is undeniable. He waits while I get my book. I shift my eyes to make sure he’s really there. When I shut my locker door, he wraps his arm around my waist and we walk to class. Other students stop, eyes wide and mouths hanging open.
My days of hiding are over.



CHAPTER NINE
 
I WALK TO my seat in History with Evan following behind. He slides into the desk next to me and I gape in shock.
He lifts an eyebrow. “What?”
“But you sit in front…”
“Not anymore.” He bends over and pulls his books from his backpack.
There are no official assigned seats so it’s not against the rules, but it’s surprising nonetheless. News of this will be all over school before the final bell. I already see students texting on cell phones hidden behind their books.
“But everyone is going to see us together,” I hiss.
“So? I want them to.” His furrowed brow proves his determination.
Mr. Archer takes roll. His eyebrows raise slightly when he sees Evan beside me, but he recovers and begins his lecture on the Vietnam War. Although I try to listen, my gaze strays to Evan. He’s intrigued by Mr. Archer’s lesson and takes notes as if he’s never heard of the Vietnam War before. I have good intentions, but my pen begins its random journey, although I wonder how random it actually is. Maybe I can find something else embedded in the dense lines, if I pay attention while my hand draws them.
First, I draw the hearts and the elaborate scrolls that encase them. The drawing takes nearly the entire class period. I glance at Evan. His chin rests on his hand, and he seems mesmerized by Mr. Archer’s lecture. Apparently, he really likes history.
I move to another part of the paper, making tight, entwined marks. It’s not until the bell rings that I recognize a letter. The letter E.
My eyes jerk up, my stomach falling to my feet.
E… for Evan?
He stuffs his books in his bag and smiles. “Ready?”
Warmth fills my chest and spreads, lighting the dark hollows of my heart. I recognize this long-forgotten feeling, sure I’d never feel it again.
Hope.
I stand and smile, suddenly feeling shy. “Yeah.”
His face lights up. “You should smile more often.”
I look away, my cheeks face flaming with embarrassment.
He takes the backpack out of my hand and slings it over his shoulder, along with his own. “Let’s go.”
He laces his fingers through mine and we walk out of the room. People stop and stare, whispering. I glance up at Evan.
His jaw clenches, and his hand tightens around mine. “Ignore them,” he says through gritted teeth. We stop at my locker. Evan stands with his back to mine as though he can shield me from the curious stares.
I get out my trig and chemistry books and the coat I’d forgotten on Friday. “Okay. Let’s go.”
I feel awkward as we pass through the crowd. For someone who’s shunned attention for months, I’m bombarded with it now. I lower my head and focus on the coat draped over my arm.
When we reach the library, Evan opens the door. I pass through the opening and look back to say goodbye.
His mouth purses. “I’m coming in with you.”
“I’m sure you—”
He gives my back a gentle push. “I’m coming.”
Here’s a side to Evan I don’t know. Stubbornness.
Maryann Sweeney hasn’t shown up yet. We sit at the table Evan and I use. He takes the seat directly across from me.
“You’re not planning to stay for my tutoring session, are you?”
He scans the room, his mouth in a hard line. “I haven’t decided yet.”
“I’ve gotten along fine without you for two months, Evan. I don’t need you to stand guard.”
His eyes bore into mine, anger bubbling beneath the surface. “Have you, Julia? Really? Because I don’t think you have.” I’m not sure who his rage is directed at, but somehow I know it’s not me.
My own fury flares at his judgment. “Maybe I chose not to.”
He runs a hand through his hair with a groan. Leaning across the table, he takes my hands in his. “Watching you suffer is killing me, Julia. Please. Let me help you.”
I stare at him in disbelief. “Why now, Evan? Why not months ago?”
He slams his palm on the table. “Because apparently, I’m an idiot.”
The librarian and the students at the tables next to us turn, eyebrows raising with alarm.
He rises and takes a deep breath. “When you finish, I’ll be out in the hall waiting. Don’t leave without me.”
I watch him exit the library as Maryann walks in. He holds the door for her and she turns around to watch him leave, not attempting to hide her appreciation.
She sits next to me and throws her coat on the table, still looking back. “Evan Whittaker is to die for,” she says with a sigh.
Awkward. Maryann must not have a cell phone. “Uh, yeah.”
“I know he’s with Sarah Chapman, but a girl can still dream.”
Then what is he doing with me?
I spend the next hour going over the periodic table and compounds with Maryann.
“You pick this up amazingly fast. Why do you need a tutor?” She chews on the end of her pencil.
“It’s a long story.”
“Well, if you keep up the way you have, and redo all your assignments, you’ll be caught up before you know it.” She stands and shrugs into her coat. “See you next Monday.” She waves as she walks away.
I give her a half-hearted wave then slump across the table, burying my face in my arms. Evan said he would wait for me outside the library. I’m nervous to find out why, worried his attention is like a game of Jenga, likely to tumble at any moment.
Maryann’s words rush back. I know he’s with Sarah Chapman, but a girl can still dream. She’s right, of course. Evan Whittaker has always had a reputation of only dating the most popular girls. If Evan is the CEO on the James Monroe High School social scale, I’m a janitor.
His interest in me doesn’t fit with reality, yet the love knot connection makes me wonder.
I pack up my belongings and put on my coat, unsure how to handle the situation. I’m not sure I should trust him until I find out if he has ulterior motives.
I walk out the library doors and find him leaning with his back to the wall.
All my doubts fall away.
His eyes fill with longing as he steps toward me. I freeze, mesmerized. It only takes a couple of strides to reach me. Evan’s gaze holds mine, and he releases a small gasp as he lifts his hand to my cheek.
“I’d forgotten how beautiful you were.” His voice is breathless.
“I was only in the library an hour.” I whisper, amazed any sound comes out at all.
“Never again.” He holds my face with both hands. His eyes grow glassy with tears. “I’m never letting you go again.”
My stomach jitters.
His head lowers before I have time to ask him what he means, and his lips touch mine, soft and tentative.
It’s my first kiss and I’m rigid, frightened I’ll do the wrong thing. A warm feeling spreads through my chest.
His arm wraps around my back, pulling me closer. My body grows weak, and I relax into him with a sigh. Instinct takes over as his kiss deepens.
He lifts his head and rests my cheek against his chest. “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “I shouldn’t have done that. Especially not here in the hall.”
“No,” I croak, then find my voice. “It’s okay.” I slip my arms around his back.
He buries his face in my hair, his embrace tightening.
We stand outside the library doors, clinging to each other, as though the world has ceased to exist. For me it has. There’s only Evan. He’s the morning sun that chases away the long-reaching shadows of night.
“Let’s get out of here.” He kisses my forehead, then takes my backpack, and grabs my hand. His smile looks sad as he tugs me toward the door.
We walk out into sunshine, but the wind still has a bite. When I shiver, Evan pulls my body close as we walk to his car.
“Do you have to go home now?” The hopefulness in his voice makes my stomach quiver.
My longing to be with Evan fights with my conscience. Mom needs me at home. “Yeah.”
He groans softly as his grip tightens.
“It’s not that I want to go home, it’s just that with Dad leaving…”
He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “It’s okay, Jules. I understand.”
“Thanks.”
As he drives out of the parking lot, he says, “There’s always the phone.”
We drive in silence. He holds my hand so tight my fingers tingle. When he pulls in front of my house, he reaches for the car door.
“Evan, wait.”
He stops and looks hopeful.
“I don’t think you should walk me to the door.”
His shoulders fall. “Why not?”
“With my dad and all… it’s just one more thing to explain. I’d rather wait a few days before my mom and sister know.”
He places his hand over mine. “Okay, you’re probably right. It’s just, I’ve waited so long for you, it’s hard to let you go.”
“Sorry.” I want to protest and say that I’ve been here all along, but I know he’ll make an excuse. Instead, I go for something more tangible. “Where did you get your necklace? Can I see it?”
His eyes widen. “What?”
“I thought I saw a Celtic love knot hanging from it today in the choir room.”
“It’s not a love knot.”
“Can I see it anyway?”
His hand reaches to his neck and pulls down his collar. “It fell off.” He acts concerned, but it’s a bit over the top. He’s hiding it from me.
Evan leans over and kisses me as I wage an inner battle, unsure I should trust him. Guilt washes through me. He’s never given me any reason not to. If anything, he makes me feel better. I breathe in his scent, hoping to store it in my memory.
“You better go inside before both of us change our minds,” he murmurs against my mouth. “Or I decide to walk you to the door anyway.”
I smile and reluctantly pull away. “Okay,”
“I’ll call you later.” His eyes burn into mine, leaving me no doubt that he will.
I walk to the front door, and he remains at the curb, waiting for me to go inside. When I open the door, I give him a tiny wave as he drives away.
Anna is sprawled across the sofa watching TV with a bowl of popcorn next to her.
“Who was that?” She sounds bored by her own question.
“No one.” I pass her on my way to my room.
“It didn’t look like ‘no one’ when you kissed him,” she says in a singsong voice.
I back up and stand at the entrance to the hall. “What exactly did you see?”
She lifts an eyebrow with a wicked look. “Enough to know you have a boyfriend.”
“I do not have a boyfriend. He’s my tutor and he drove me home.”
She snorts. “Is he tutoring you on how to kiss?”
“Arg!” I stomp to my room and slam the door behind me. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad for Mom to know about Evan. The timing just completely sucks.
I toss my backpack on the floor and go into the kitchen. If Dad isn’t coming home because of me, the least I can do is start dinner. Anna’s eyes follow me with an evil glare.
I find a pound of ground beef in the refrigerator and decide to make chili. The hamburger browns in the skillet while I start chopping an onion.
“What are you doing?” Anna stands in the doorway. She scrunches her nose and leans back as though the onion will jump off the cutting board and bite her.
“What’s it look like? I’m making chili.”
She glowers. “I hate onions. That’s not how Mom does it.”
“Well, Mom’s not home, is she?” I scrape the diced vegetables into the skillet.
Crossing her arms with a huff, she stomps a foot, then whirls around to go watch her show.
By the time Mom gets home, I’m draining the grease into the sink.
She stands in the doorway, her mouth gaping. “What’s going on?”
“I’m cooking dinner. Why is everyone being all weird about it?” I scowl, tossing the meat back into the skillet.
“Sorry. It’s just… you haven’t…since…” She twists the strap of her purse as she fumbles for the right words.
I’ve thrown her off, so it’s not fair to be upset. I try to ignore that I am anyway. “It’s okay, Mom. I know I’ve been self-centered lately. I’m just trying to help, okay? Let’s not make a big deal about it.”
She holds up a hand in surrender, but a smile tugs at the corners of her mouth. “I’m not making a big deal about it.”
“Good.”
“Don’t let her fool you, Mom.” Anna leans against the doorframe, her arms crossed. She cocks her head to the side and shoots a condescending look in my direction. “She’s trying to soften the news.”
Mom’s face pales.
I roll my eyes in exasperation. “Everything is fine, Mom.” I glare at my sister. “Stop acting like a jerk, Anna.”
Anna grins with an evil gleam. “A boy brought her home from school. Her tu-tor.”
Mom turns from Anna to me, her eyebrows stretched so high over her eyes I think they will meet her hairline. “Really?”
“Well.. uh…”
Mom beams, the happiest I’ve seen her in ages. “Are you interested in this boy? Do I know him?”
I groan. This interrogation is exactly what I hoped to avoid. “His name is Evan Whittaker. He’s a junior and he’s tutoring me for his community service hours. He happened to bring me home because the bus already left and it was cold outside. He only did it because he’s a nice guy.” I hate that I’m lying . . . well, partially. He’s all of those things, just . . .more.
Anna covers her mouth with her hand and snickers, but Mom doesn’t notice.
“Whittaker? Why does that name sound familiar?” Mom scrunches up the side of her mouth as she thinks. “Oh! I know! His father made the news not too long ago. He’s a researcher for Simmons Industries. He made some big discovery. I just don’t remember what it was.”
“Yeah, I don’t know anything about that. I only know that Evan is tutoring me in three of my classes.” I try to act like it’s no big deal, just some after school activity.
“So you spend a lot of time with him…” Mom tilts her head toward me as though we’re about to share a secret.
I roll my eyes. “Seriously, Mom.”
Anna smirks. “You two spend a lot of time together. In a car. You just never know.”
“Shut up, Anna!” I shout wishing I could kick her without Mom noticing.
Mom grips the side of her head and shuts her eyes. “Girls! Please stop arguing. I have enough to deal with right now.” She leaves the kitchen to change out of her scrubs.
I wait until she’s out of earshot. “Good job, Annabelle.” I hiss, using her full name since she hates it. “Now you upset her.”
“Me? Maybe she wouldn’t be upset if you weren’t going around kissing boys.”
“I’m not going around kissing boys. It was one boy. One.”
“Sure it was. Why would I believe you? You’re the one who made Dad go away.”
Everything within me protests, but it’s true. Dad left because of me. But it doesn’t mean I have to like what she says. “Then why didn’t you tell her that I kissed Evan?”
“I may be eleven, but I’m not stupid. I can use this to my advantage.”
I put my hand on my hip. “Maybe I’ll just go tell Mom right now.”
“You would have told her already if you wanted her to know.” Anna smiles. “So why don’t you want to tell her?”
I only wish I knew.



CHAPTER TEN
 
AFTER DINNER, I escape to my room and throw myself on the bed. Why don’t I want to tell Mom about Evan? Mom will probably like him. But for now, until I know where this is going, I want to keep it to myself. If it should all crash and burn, I can suffer through it alone.
But it’s more than that. Evan has lit a spark. Right now it’s a tiny flame, but I feel it growing, warming me from the inside out. I feel alive again. It fills me with a buoyancy that I’m still trying to adjust to. I don’t want to do it under the scrutiny of my mother.
Doing it under the scrutiny of the entire school is hard enough.
I bury my face in my pillow. I can’t ignore that Evan never acknowledged my existence until a week ago and now… it doesn’t make sense.
My cell phone rings, almost as if he knows I’m thinking about him. I stare at his name on caller ID, afraid to answer and find out he’s changed his mind.
There’s only one way to know. “Hi.”
“Hi.” His voice sounds warm and buttery. “What are you doing?”
Obsessing over you. “Getting ready to start homework. That’s all I do any more. Homework.”
He laughs. “That’s what happens when you don’t do it. It sneaks up on you. Want me to come over and help?” He’s teasing, but I still hear the hopeful tone.
“Tempting, but somehow I don’t think I’ll get as much studying done.” I lie back on my bed and gather my courage. “Evan, why don’t you play football any more?”
He pauses. “I pulled a hamstring.”
“But shouldn’t you still be going to practices and watching from the sidelines? Wearing your jersey on Fridays?”
“Why the sudden interest? I thought you weren’t into football?”
“I’m not. It’s just that…”
“Can I pick you up and take you to school tomorrow?”
His question catches me off guard. “Uh, I don’t know.”
“If I can’t come over and help you with homework, then at least let me drive you to school. I want to spend every minute with you that I can.”
“Why?”
He groans in frustration. “Jules, this again? You’re smart. You’re funny. You’re beautiful. Why wouldn’t I want to be with you?”
I stare at the ceiling, now blurry through my tears. “I used to be that person. Not any more.”
“No, you still are. You just have to find her again.”
“How do you know that Evan? You didn’t even know me before.”
He clears his throat. “You have no idea how sorry I am about that. My only excuse is that I was an idiot. There’s no way I can change that, but I’m begging you to trust me when I say I know who you are. If it’s easier, just think of me as a completely different person than last week.”
I want to trust him, but it’s too soon, and there are too many questions. “I’ve got to go.”
“Okay.” He sounds hurt. “Can I pick you up tomorrow?”
I hear Mom calling my name. I don’t want her to walk in and find me on the phone with him. I’ll only have to answer more questions. “Sure.”
“Great.”
I hear her stop outside my door. “I have to go.”
“I’ll see you tomorrow at 7:15.”
I hang up as the door swings open. I jam the phone under my notebook and look up to see Mom standing on the threshold.
“Thanks for cooking dinner,” she says with a smile.
I grimace. It used to be expected of me. “It was nothing. It’s time I start doing my old chores again.”
Tears fill her eyes. “Thanks,” she squeaks before shutting the door.
Great, now I made her cry.
I spend the rest of the night wallowing in guilt, but manage to get through my current homework assignments as well as several chemistry and trig assignments. I keep replaying the last week in my head. I can’t ignore the conversation I overheard in Chemistry. What if Evan’s sudden interest in me has something to do with his disappearance? I dismiss the thought as paranoia. This is real life, not some cheesy movie. Still, the worry burrows deep, an insatiable itch.
After I slip under the covers and start to doze, my phone vibrates with a text.
Sweet dreams.
The warm feeling is back, clouding all my dark thoughts. I drift off to sleep, not quite trusting my budding happiness.
I dream of Monica, only her hair is shorter and darker. We sit at a table with Evan and a dark-haired boy I don’t recognize. Our heads are bent over tablets that remind me of an iPad. The boy glances up and our gaze locks. The sadness lurking in his bright green eyes seeps into my marrow. His mouth lifts into a small smile before he breaks contact. As I look down, I see Monica studying the two of us. Her hatred is unmistakable.
 
In the morning, I wake up earlier than usual to put on makeup after my shower. Instead of my usual jeans, I put on a tan sweater with a suede skirt and heeled boots, then stand in front of the full-length mirror hanging on my closet door.
It looks like me, not the shell I’ve become.
The clock reads 7:10. At the last moment, I grab my bracelet and put it on as I go out to face my mother.
Let the questions commence.
Mom sits at the kitchen table in front of her laptop, her steaming coffee next to her. She raises her gaze as I grab my Pop Tart breakfast. “You look very pretty,” she murmurs, lifting the cup to her mouth.
“Thank you.”
“Do you have tutoring today?” She keeps her focus on the computer screen.
“Yes, I have tutoring every day except for Friday.” Irritation makes my words bristly. “Evan doesn’t tutor me every day, just so you know. I have another tutor, too. Maryann. A girl.” Brilliant, Julia.
Mom chuckles. “Sorry. I was just curious. I also wanted to remind you that you have an appointment with Dr. Weaver tomorrow after school. Unfortunately, I can’t get off work.” She looks up and uses her I-mean-business voice. “I think it’s time you start driving again.”
I take a step back, bumping into the counter. “No.”
“Julia, you have to go to this appointment, and I can’t get off work. With your father gone…”
The mention of my father screws my conviction deeper. “Okay. I’ll figure it out.”
“The longer you wait to drive, the harder it’s going to be.”
“I know.” I put on my coat and pick up my backpack, heading for the door. “I’ve got to go.”
“I love you, Julia.” Mom calls after me. I hear the wistfulness in her voice, wishing things were the way they used to be.
I stop and take a deep breath but can’t bring myself to face her. Things will never be the way they used to be. “I know, Mom. I love you too.”
I walk out the front door and immediately wish I’d brought an umbrella. A fine mist falls, damp and cool enough to make me uncomfortable, but not heavy enough to soak through my coat. I’ve left a few minutes early, but instead of waiting on the porch, I start down the sidewalk. It’s better this way. There’ll be too many questions if Evan picks me up in front of the house.
He’s either running early or eager to see me. I’ve only begun walking when his dark blue car turns onto my street, pulling up to the curb next to me. The passenger door swings open and his head comes into view. “What are you doing? Why are you walking?”
“I was ready early,” I say as I climb in. “I needed to get out of the house.”
“Bad morning?”
I turn to him and smile, amazed he’s really here picking me up. “No, not any more.”
His face lights up. “You’re beautiful.” He takes my hand and strokes the back of it with his thumb.
The hairs on my arms stand on end, and my stomach flutters. “Shouldn’t we go to school now?”
He cups my face with his free hand. “No, not yet. Let me look at you first. I haven’t seen you since yesterday.” The way he gazes at my face, I’m glad I put the effort into applying makeup.
He’s so close, all I can see are his eyes, clear blue with a few black specks scattered here and there. His thumb, rough and calloused, rubs across my lower lip.
The air in my lungs grows stale. I release my breath in a whoosh, then cast a glance over my shoulder to see if Mom’s watching. The front window looks clear. “I think we should go or we’ll be late.”
“Yeah, I guess you’re right.” He pulls away from the curb, still holding my hand. “What’s your first class?”
I look at him from the corner of my eye. How much do I really know about this boy? It’s odd that he’s so interested in me, yet we don’t even know each other’s schedule.
“What’s your favorite color?” I ask.
His eyebrows raise in surprise. “What does that have to do with your first class?”
“Nothing, it’s just that we hardly know anything about each other. How can you be so sure you like me when you hardly know me?”
He looks alarmed. His grip on my hand tightens as though he thinks I’ll jump from the car. I give an involuntary jerk. His face softens, and he loosens his hold. “My favorite color is blue. I like hamburgers but not pickles—can’t stand them. Running helps me relax.”
“What’s your favorite TV show?”
The surprise is back for a millisecond before he smiles. “I don’t watch TV. I read.”
“Okay, favorite book?”
“Really, Julia?”
“Yes. Favorite book?”
“Captured by Steven Morris. Happy now?” He laughs but his thumb taps the steering wheel in a rapid tempo. “So what’s your first class?”
“Spanish. What about you?”
“Calculus.”
“Sounds fun.”
He grunts. “It’s boring.”
“Because it’s hard?”
“No, because it’s too easy. They should have learned this stuff by now.”
I give him a curious look. “What do you mean they?”
His eyes widen and he swallows, scratching his forehead. “Did I say they? I guess it’s because I pick it up so fast, I don’t feel part of the class.” He flashes me a smile as he pulls into the school parking lot.
My stomach cramps with anxiety.
“You okay?” he asks with a worried look. “You turned kind of pale.”
“I’m just nervous.”
Evan parks and leans close, his lips gently brushing mine. “You’re a hundred times better than anyone in this school. And if you want, we’ll leave the campus for tutoring.”
I nod, my forehead rubbing against his. Somewhere in the recesses of my memories this feels familiar, like I’ve done this before. The back of my head tingles.
He pulls away. I’m colder and lonelier. It’s like a piece of me is missing. I don’t understand this feeling, or the fact that it happens every time he stops touching me.
We walk into school, Evan’s arm around my waist. Students in the halls stare and whisper as we pass. Evan tenses as we stop at my locker.
“Enough!” he yells.
The murmurs in the hall quiet, and everyone freezes.
“What are you all staring at? I’ll go out with whomever I want. Anyone who has a problem with it better take it up with me, not Julia.” Evan’s voice bounces off the metal lockers and reverberates down the halls. “Now get going!”
They scurry away, casting their gaze to the floor as they pass, but resume their gossiping from several feet away.
I rest my hand on his arm. “You didn’t have to do that, Evan.”
His eyes dart around, looking for someone to defy him. “I’m sick of the way they’re acting. What’s the problem, anyway?”
I shut my locker door. “The problem is that you’re one of the most popular people in school, and you’ve just announced that you’re dating the school pariah. It just isn’t done.”
He curls his lip. “That’s ridiculous.”
“Well, that’s how it is, and you know it.”
“It doesn’t mean I have to like it.”
I laugh, but it’s shallow from my nervousness. “I think you made that pretty clear.” I can’t help but think that over a week ago, he would’ve been one of the people staring in amazement.
We stop in front of the Spanish classroom and I smile tightly. “See you before English Lit.”
Before he has a chance to say anything, I turn on my heels, and enter the classroom. I open my notebook to the page I drew on yesterday, so I can work on the mystery of my hidden messages.
Senorita Gomez begins to lecture about verb conjugation. I take notes but also continue drawing, watching as the lines form a V and an A. When the bell rings, I’m sure my hand is drawing the letters to Evan’s name.
The morning flies by, leaving little time to think of anything else. As I tromp down the stairs to English Lit, I realize this is when Sarah stands outside the classroom, usually clinging on Evan like a tomato plant. My stomach twists into a ball at the thought of facing her.
Evan waits by my locker, leaning his shoulder against it. He smiles as I walk toward him, and the fuzziness in my head unfurls the lead weight in my gut, if only a bit.
The way he’s watching me, added to my imminent encounter with Sarah, makes me nervous. I feel a desperate need to say something, anything to get my mind off it. “Hey, I’ve been looking at my drawings, watching as I draw them. I think I’m writing your name.” After the words spill out, I’m horrified. Out of the vast number of topics in the universe, this is the one I pick. It’s nearly as bad as saying I’ve been writing a zillion variations of Mrs. Julia Whittaker.
But he looks excited at the news. “Really?”
“Yeah, I want to look at my old ones and see if I find anything else besides the Celtic love knots.
“We can look at it together at lunch.”
“Did you find your necklace?”
A guilty look flashes over his eyes. “No, I didn’t.” He takes my hand, and his warmth spreads to my cold fingers. I’m self-conscious standing so close to him, especially with the awkward glances that follow us. But word of Evan’s outburst has infiltrated the James Monroe communication network already. No one outwardly gawks like this morning.
As we walk to class, my breakfast threatens to make a reappearance. “You realize we’re about to see Sarah?”
His eyes narrow into a scowl. “The key to Sarah is to stand up to her and not take her abuse. Don’t let her intimidate you.” He squeezes my hand for reassurance.
“Easier said than done.”
He stops and looks down at me. “From what I heard, you did a great job in class last week. Sarah wouldn’t shut up about it. Besides, what does she have that you don’t?”
“Are you serious? Looks. Class. Power.”
He blinks in confusion. “You have all of those things.”
I snort and begin to walk again even though facing Sarah is the last thing I want to do. “Yeah, right.”
Evan grabs my arm and pulls me to the wall. “Are you serious? You really don’t think you’re better than her?”
“Sure, on some global, metaphysical scale I’m superior to her. But on the James Monroe social scale, I’m a cow pie.”
He shakes his head and leans closer. “There’s more to your life than this idiotic school. Change your scale of measurement.” He smiles. “You can do this.”
Sarah stands outside the door when we arrive. Her arms cross over her chest, and her feet are planted hip distance apart. She has the aura of someone looking for a fight.
“Evan,” she snarls. “I see you have your new pet with you.”
Evan’s hand tightens around mine. “Her name is Julia. I suggest you learn it.” His voice is clipped.
An evil smile lifts the corners of her mouth and she raises an eyebrow. “Oh, I’ll be using it, all right.”
Evan whispers in my ear. “I’ve got to go. Will you be okay?”
“Of course.” I give him a tiny smile to prove it.
Still, he hesitates before he says, “I’ll see you after class.”
I nod and watch him walk away. When I turn to go into the room, Sarah blocks my path. I shouldn’t be surprised, yet my breath pulls in anyway. Past experience proves that sidestepping her won’t work. My best option is to find out what she wants.
She continues to stare. It occurs to me this is part of her intimidation, to make me squirm.
I lift my chin and look at her, trying to keep my face expressionless. I hope she doesn’t see the tremor in the hands clenched at my sides.
To my immense satisfaction, she caves first. “What do you think you’re doing?”
“I know you’re kind of slow, but I thought it was obvious. I have English Lit every day this period.”
Evil fills her eyes. “Evan is mine. I thought I made that clear last week.”
“I guess you forgot to make that clear to him.”
Her gaze narrows and hatred oozes out her pores. “I’m warning you.”
“What’s your problem?”
“My problem is you. Ever since Evan disappeared last week, he’s been obsessed with you. Why is that?”
The bell rings and the students loitering in the hall duck into classrooms, but Sarah stands her ground. The door to English Lit closes. It’s now Sarah and me in an empty hall.
“How would I know?” I’d like to know the answer to this question myself.
“Something stinks here, and I don’t think it’s your cheap perfume.”
My eyes widen out of reflex, but she notices and grins.
“Oh, yeah, I can smell your wannabe ass a mile away. I don’t know what you did to him, but I intend to find out. Consider yourself warned.” She disappears into the classroom.
My heart palpitates as my breath comes in shallow pants. Not for the first time, I wonder what I’ve gotten myself into.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
I STAND IN the hall and consider my options. I can either hide somewhere and cry, or go into class. While the first option is my preference, the stubborn part of me refuses to give Sarah the satisfaction. After counting to twenty—twice—I slip into my seat just in time for roll.
Mrs. Jacobs has ended her unit on Poe and decides a trip to the school library is in order. The class is thrilled, since a visit to the library is the closest thing we get to a field trip. We’re supposed to check out classical literature books for our book reports due in three weeks. She encourages us to use our time wisely, but most of the class goofs off.
I use my time wisely to check out Evan’s favorite book, Captured, by Steven Morris. When I search for it on the computer, nothing comes up. I try spelling Steven a variety of different ways but still nothing.
Huh.
The librarian sits at her desk waiting to give assistance, but most of the students are hiding behind bookracks, pretending to look busy.
“Excuse me.”
She looks up, surprised. “Oh, hello, Julia. What can I help you with?”
I’m astounded she knows my name, then again, I have spent some time here lately. “I’m having trouble finding a book. Captured by Steven Morris. I even looked up both spellings of Steven.”
“Is it fiction or nonfiction?”
Good question. “I don’t know.”
She smiles. “It doesn’t matter. It shouldn’t be a problem.” She turns to her computer and searches. After a half a minute she looks at me. “Are you sure you have the title and author right? I’m not coming up with anything, either.”
“I thought I did…” It isn’t a difficult title or name. I’m sure it’s right.
The librarian pushes away from the keyboard. “Sorry. As far as I can tell, that book doesn’t exist.”
“Thanks.” I walk away, shaking my head. I must have remembered it wrong. How can Evan like a book that doesn’t exist?
I check out Little Women before the period is over. It’s a cop-out. I’ve already read it but figure I need all the extra help I can get with all my makeup work. I’ll read something new for the next report.
When the bell rings, I’m heading out the library doors, when I’m bumped from behind and slammed into the wall. My books fall to the floor and papers scatter everywhere.
“Oops,” Sarah laughs as she walks past. “I didn’t see you there.”
She and Lindsey lean into each other and giggle over their stunt, before they head to the cafeteria.
I purse my lips and try to snuff my brewing anger as I bend over to pick up the mess. A pair of hands comes into my view, scooping up papers. I raise my eyes to see a brown-haired boy I vaguely recognize.
“Thanks.” I lower my gaze in embarrassment.
“Hit and run, huh?”
I panic and my eyes widen in alarm. Is he talking about the accident?
He leans back slightly, acting like I’m contagious. “You know…Sarah smashing you into the wall and taking off?” He shakes his head and hands me the papers as he stands. “Yeah, okay…” He strides toward the cafeteria.
“Thanks,” I call after him, feeling like a complete and utter idiot.
“Why were you talking to Reece?” Evan comes from behind and catches me off guard.
I jump and almost fall over. “Is that his name?”
“You don’t know him?” His voice raises in surprise.
I gather the last of my books and stand. “No, never met him before. He helped me pick up some of the papers I just dropped.”
Evan glances over his shoulder in the direction Reece has disappeared. “He’s bad news. You’d be safer to stay away from him.”
Evan’s reaction seems a little strong, considering the guy just helped me out. Then I remember Evan mentioning Reece’s name before. “But he only—”
Evan’s eyes darken and he practically growls, “Trust me.”
“Okay.” I have no reason not to, but it still rankles some hidden nerve. “Hey, while we were in the library communing with the classics, I looked up your favorite book. Only it wasn’t there.”
All expression falls off his face and he scratches his forehead. “It’s not? It’s probably because the library is so small.”
“No, I had the librarian look, but she didn’t find it anywhere.”
As he lowers his hand, I notice a slight tremor. “Must be some kind of fluke. Do you want to go to the cafeteria for lunch, or your secret spot?”
I snort. “What do you think?”
“Secret spot it is. Did you bring a lunch today?”
I don’t say anything.
“As I suspected. Good thing I packed enough for you too.”
I bump into his arm and grin. “Thanks.”
He looks at me with the most brilliant smile. The sun could fizzle out and Evan’s smile would provide enough warmth to power a thousand solar systems. His hand reaches for mine. The realization that I find his grip familiar makes my heart race. Becoming attached to him is dangerous. I can’t help thinking I’m being set up for heartbreak.
When we reach the choir room, we sit on the floor in my corner. Evan pulls a brown bag out of his backpack. He hands me a sandwich.
I take a bite and grin. Peanut butter. “I can’t believe I’ve been drawing your name.” It feels weird to admit this, even though I already have anyway, but I really want his help. He saw the love knot before. Maybe he can find something else.
“And you really didn’t know you were drawing it?”
“No.”
He grins, but uncertainty lurks in his eyes.
“Yeah, I know. Weird.” I open my backpack and pull out the notebook. “See?” I point to his name sprawled diagonally across the page. If the love knot is on every page, I wonder if his name is too.
Evan has the same idea. Without saying a word, he flips to a previous drawing. “There.” He points across the bottom. “Evan.” He’s beaming.
I lean over to check it out and he’s right. The word pops right off the page. Along with a Celtic love knot. He flips back page after page, finding his name on every one. The sandwich turns to a heavy lump in my stomach.
He lays his hand on top of mine. “Are you okay?”
“Don’t you find it the slightest bit creepy that I’ve been drawing your name for months when we hardly even spoke before? It’s not like I had some secret crush on you.”
“Yeah, thanks. Way to boost a guy’s ego.” His eyes have a mischievous glint.
“You have to admit. It’s stalkerish.” I lean my back against the wall in disgust. I feel slimy.
“No, maybe it was your subconscious saying you’re supposed to be with me.”
I roll my eyes. “Good thing you decided to tutor me, or I might’ve gotten my heart broken when I realized my subconscious is obsessed with you.” Of course, we’re assuming Evan Whittaker is the Evan on my pages. Maybe it’s not. Maybe I’ve just randomly drawn the name Evan. But I have to admit I don’t know any other Evans.
The hair on the back of my neck prickles as sweat breaks out on my forehead. My stomach flip-flops at the possibility of a panic attack. I push up the sleeves of my sweater, and my bracelet slips down my wrist, onto my hand. The silver glitters in the sunlight streaming though the cracked blinds.
Evan reaches down and fingers the charm. “What’s this?”
Doodling his name is bad enough. I’m not sure I can admit my other freaky idiosyncrasies. “It’s nothing. Just a bracelet.”
But Evan’s curiosity is piqued, and he lifts my hand to get a closer look. His eyes are large spheres as he reads the inscription on the charm. With a gasp, his face turns ashen. “Where did you get this?” His words escape in a wheeze.
I try to suck in a breath as my chest tightens. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
“Try me.” He sounds impatient and his fingers shake.
“They said I was wearing it when they found me at the scene of the accident, but I’d never seen it before. The doctors said my head trauma made me forget, but I remember everything else. I have no idea how I got it.”
His eyes flood with tears. He still holds the charm between his thumb and finger. The chain pinches my flesh. “Do you know what this means?”
The pendulum of his emotions scares me. “You mean Love endures forever?” I shake my head and bite my lip. ”Other than the obvious.”
He looks like he’s staring at a ghost. “Julia, who gave you this bracelet?”
“Evan, I already told you.”
“And you never saw it before the accident?” He stands up. “Never?”
I stand up, too, my legs rubbery. “I already told you that,” I say, more insistent.
He rubs his shaky hands over his face. “I have to think. This is all such a mess.”
My heart thumps wildly. “Why are you so upset? Have you seen this before? Do you know where it came from?”
He drops his hands. Beads of perspiration dot his upper lip. He looks like he’s about to barf as he stumbles backward.
“Evan,” I plead, the word almost lost in my breathlessness. My head grows fuzzy at the possibility that he has answers.
“You have no right to have this!” he shouts, grabbing my wrist. “That doesn’t belong to you!”
“Evan, stop!” I jerk out of his grip. “Who does it belong to?”
“I have to go.” He’s wild-eyed as he steps backward. His heel catches on a chair leg and he stumbles then rights himself. With a grunt, he flings the door open and runs out of the room.
My feet meld to the linoleum floor, not that I think to move. My brain has frozen.
Breathe.
I gasp out a breath as tears sting my eyes.
In. Out.
Like an idiot, I tell my shaking body to do what it’s obviously forgotten. How to survive. I have no idea how to survive Evan’s anger, but I know how to breathe.
At least I have that.
My legs give out and I crumple to the floor, still giving my chest commands. In. Out. Just one more breath. The panic attack following in the wake of Evan’s reaction shouldn’t surprise me, yet it does. It hits like a freight train and leaves me gasping for breath. I can’t die this way.
You’re not dying. The logical part of me knows this, but the betrayed part wishes it were true.
Evan’s anger won’t kill me.
But the panic attack might.
The choir teacher finds me laying on the floor, choking on nothing but lack of air. Before I know it, my private humiliation becomes a public spectacle. Students gather at the door to watch, their anxious faces the last thing I see before everything goes black.
 
When I wake up, I’m laying on a flimsy medical table covered in paper, in the school nurse’s office. I sit up and wait for my equilibrium to settle. The crinkly paper grates my raw and oozing nerves.
A grey-haired nurse sits at a desk on the other side of the room, watching with a bored expression. “How do you feel?”
“I’m fine. Can I go to class now?”
Her lips press together. “I’ve called your mother to come get you.”
“No!” I shout, then lower my voice. “No, she’ll get in trouble if she has to leave work. Do I have to go home?”
Her scowl deepens as her eyebrows lower. “No, you don’t have to, but I really think you should.”
“No, I want to stay. I need to stop my mom.”
She shakes her head as she picks up the phone. She whispers into the mouthpiece before handing me the phone.
“Mom?”
“Julia, are you okay?” Mom sounds relieved, but her words are tight. “Nurse Benton says you had an attack.”
“I’m okay, Mom. I promise. I just want to go back to class.”
She hesitates. “Are you sure? I can try to get off work and take you home.”
I’ve already put her through enough. Besides, since Dad left, she needs her job more than ever. “No, I’m fine. I promise.”
“Well…okay.” She’s obviously trying to disguise her relief and I pretend I don’t hear it.
“Thanks, Mom. I love you.”
“I love you too, Julia.” She doesn’t disguise her tears very well, either.
I give the phone to the nurse, and look around, hoping someone brought my backpack to the office. It’s lying in a chair, on top of Evan’s, my notebook sandwiched in between. I grab the notebook and my bag. I wish I could burn Evan’s.
“Your mother says you can stay,” The nurse says after she hangs up. “But Mrs. Hernandez wants to see you before you go to class.”
I nod. I’m lucky it’s not the principal’s office since they found me in a restricted space. So much for my private lunch spot.
Damn you, Evan Whittaker.
I leave the nurse’s office and take my time going to Mrs. Hernandez’s office. The halls are deserted, and a quick glance at a clock tells me it’s sixth period. Everyone’s in class. The longer this takes, the less time I’m on display like a mutant in a freak show. I have no idea why I want to go back to class. Maybe it’s one of my futile attempts at normalcy. Look how that’s turning out so far.
Outside Mrs. Hernandez’s office, I take a deep breath before knocking.
“Come in,” she calls.
I push the door open. Mrs. Hernandez sits in front of her computer and lowers her reading glasses, a grim smile cracking her expressionless pose. “Julia, please come in.”
I shut the door and sit in my usual chair.
She releases an exaggerated sigh as she clasps her hands on the desk. “Julia, I heard there was an incident in the choir room.”
An incident? I want to laugh. Evan accusing me of stealing my bracelet ranks higher than an incident on my list. Of course, she means my panic attack.
“Can you tell me what you were doing in the choir room?”
“Eating lunch.”
“Why weren’t you in the cafeteria?”
I shrug. “I felt like being alone today.”
Her eyes narrow. “If you wanted to be alone, then why was Evan Whittaker’s backpack found with yours in the choir room?”
“How should I know? Maybe you should ask him.”
“We would, but it appears Evan has left the campus.”
Coward.
“Julia, you’re already having difficulties with your grades. Now you’re hiding in restricted areas and Sarah Chapman told me that you purposely pushed her into the wall after fourth period today.”
“That’s not what happened! She ran into me.”
Her lips pinch and her eyes burn into me as though she’s trying to scan my thoughts. It’s obvious she doesn’t believe me. I suppose I haven’t given her much reason to. “Julia, you were always such a model student but since the accident—”
I cringe at the word.
“—you’ve been different. More belligerent. Talking back to your teachers and other students. This last incident just confirms we’re not qualified to meet your needs. We’ve decided it would be best for you to go to alternative school.”
“What?”
“We planned to do it at the end of the semester, if tutoring didn’t work out, but after this incident, it seems wise to accelerate the timetable. It doesn’t have to be a permanent placement, perhaps long enough for you to get things worked out, and then you can come back. That’s what another student did recently. In fact, he just came back yesterday.”
My head’s fuzzy, and black spots dance in my peripheral vision. I will not let myself pass out. “What do I have to do to keep from going there?” It’s not as though I want to be at James Monroe High School, it’s that alternative school seems a hundred times worse. Alternative school is for the rejects of society.
Maybe I belong there after all.
“Just until you get things straightened out. It’s not a death sentence, Julia. There are worse things. Like I said, if you work hard enough, you can come back here.”
“Can’t I do something to stay? Is it definite?”
She smiles apologetically. “I’m afraid it is.”
“So, what? The other student came back and cleared out a spot for me?” The bitterness in my words matches my growing anger.
“Good heavens, no. It doesn’t work that way.” She sighs and her face softens. “Julia, this might actually be a blessing. You’ll get more specialized attention there. You’ll probably catch up faster.”
I bite my tongue. Any disagreement on my part will be a waste of time. “When do I go?”
“Tomorrow.”
Tomorrow? I give myself a moment to recover.
Mrs. Hernandez sees my stricken face. “Julia, please try to look at this in a positive light.”
I want to laugh but with my luck, I’ll look crazy, and they’ll probably send me to a mental institution. “So do I go home now? Am I expelled?”
“No, you can finish out the day, but you’ll need to clear out your locker. You’ll need to take your textbooks with you. We’ve made arrangements for a bus to pick you up at your house tomorrow morning. Do you have any other questions?”
I have no more questions. No more protests. All the fight in me has fled.
“We’re done here. You can go now.”
I stand up, looking down at the floor.
“Julia?”
I pause, my back to her.
“Good luck.”
I nearly snort. Apparently, she doesn’t know I only have bad luck.



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
EVAN’S NOT IN history. When I look down into the parking lot, his car is noticeably absent.
Did I really think he’d come back to sit by me? Not that I want him to, anyway. His reaction to my bracelet still burns. Who does he think the bracelet belongs to? The girl he loved? Does he think I snatched if off her arm when she wasn’t looking? Like I even know who she is since he refuses to tell me.
I heave a sigh of disgust, the rush of air blowing a chunk of stray hair from my cheek. My eyes lock with a girl two rows in front of me. Her mouth parts as she realizes she’s been caught gawking, and she quickly turns her attention to the front of the room. Maybe at the alternative school, I’ll at least blend in with all the other freaks.
I draw in my notebook, not even pretending to take notes. Seeing Evan’s name jump off the sheet is like a shard of glass piercing my heart. Thankfully, my hand has picked a new spot to draw and begins making an intricate R with scrolls and swirls, all looping around to become part of the other pieces.
I’m dying to know who Evan thinks the bracelet belongs to, in spite of his reaction. I still can’t help but wonder if this all has something to do with his disappearance a week and a half ago. His necklace and my drawings—I need to put it all together.
No more thinking about Evan. But it’s easier said than actually done. Drawing on the page takes little concentration, so my mind has nowhere else to wander. I relive the day, from the joy of his attention in the morning, to his anger at lunch. Every time I see his horrified face, my chest squeezes, and the air rushes from my lungs anew.
The bell rings and I ignore everyone, including Mr. Archer, who calls after me as I head for the door. I open my locker and unzip my backpack to shove the contents inside. Instead, they fall from my grasp, books and papers spilling everywhere, getting trampled under feet. Laughter fills the hallway as people pass by. I swallow a sob and bend down to retrieve the mess, haphazardly shoving everything inside my bag, but I have more books than space. As the hall clears out, I sit on the floor, my back to the lockers, and take a deep breath. This is not the end of the world.
Just the end of the world as I know it.
By the time I get outside, the buses have pulled away. I sit on a bench next to the main entrance and drop the heavy backpack on the ground next to me. As I set the books in my arms on the seat, I weigh my options. I can call Mom, but she won’t be off work for another hour. Evan is God knows where. I only have one option. Walk. Carrying a twenty-pound bag, an armload of books, and walking in my heeled boots.
God, my luck sucks.
Tears spring to my eyes and I hiccup, trying to stifle the sobs that follow close behind. I lift my hand to wipe the tears when a tissue appears in front of my face.
With reluctance, I grab it, afraid to find who’s on the other side.
Reece stands in front of me with a cocky smile and a leery look. His brown hair is shaggy but not unstyled. He wears an unbuttoned, plaid, long-sleeve shirt over a heavy metal band t-shirt. It should make him look sloppy. Instead he kind of resembles a Hollister model. His thumb hooks through the belt loop of his jeans as he shifts his weight to the side. “Are you always this helpless, or is it just a particularly bad day for you?” His words are laced with arrogance.
“Shut up. What do you care?”
“I don’t, just curious.” He sits on the bench next to me.
I shoot a sideways sneer before I blow my nose in the tissue. His attitude makes it clear I repel him, so there’s no sense pretending to be delicate. “Don’t you have better things to do?”
“What? And miss the horn solo? Are you and your nose practicing for band tryouts?”
“Yeah, I’d consider it, but I don’t think they have band at alternative school.”
Reece leans back on the bench, stretching his arm along the back. I scoot a few inches away, and he releases a throaty laugh. “You definitely don’t seem like a candidate for alternative school.”
“How would you know?” But I figure it out before I finish asking the question. Reece is the guy who just came back from alternative school.
He scoots closer and grabs a strand of my hair, fingering it between his thumb and forefinger. After studying it for several seconds, he looks up into my eyes. “I’m not sure how long someone like you is going to last there.”
I shrug my shoulder, pulling my hair out of his grasp. “You don’t know anything about me.”
He cocks his head sideways, raising an eyebrow. “Really? Maybe I know more than you think.” He pauses, waiting for my reaction. “Julia Phillips, junior. You were in a car accident last spring that killed your best friend.”
My mouth drops open.
He picks up another strand of hair, but his green eyes lock onto mine, the teasing glint now gone. “A very pretty girl who thinks her life is over and has all but thrown it away. But then, that’s what you’re trying to do, isn’t it? Throw your life away?”
My eyes narrow as anger escalates. “How would you know?”
His hand drops and he stands. “Maybe I’m more like you than you think.” He picks up the stack of books sitting between us. “Come on,” he says and starts to walk away.
“Come where?” I shout, rising from the bench. “Bring back my books!”
He pauses and looks over his shoulder. “You need a ride home, don’t you? Or were you waiting for school to start tomorrow?” A mocking grin spreads across his face as he snaps his fingers. “Oops, that can’t be it. You won’t be going here tomorrow.” He turns and walks into the parking lot.
I pick up my bag and follow in a huff. “You don’t have to be so nasty about it.”
He stops at an old model, black Trans Am, the kind of car Dad would drool over. Thinking about my dad pisses me off even more.
“Who do you think you are?” I ask when I reach him. “What makes you think you can just order me around?”
“Tell me how you feel right now.” He gazes down at me, his expression serious.
“I’m pissed as hell!”
“Good, and how did you feel a few minutes ago?”
The difference slams me like a brick wall. “Dead.”
He leans over and touches my cheek with his fingertips. “And which would you rather feel Julia Phillips? Dead or pissed?”
I smack his hand away then snatch my books out of his arm. “Neither.”
Leaning his head back, he laughs, the sound filling the parking lot. He opens his car door and tilts his head toward the passenger side. “Get in.”
I stomp, pain shooting through the ball of my foot. “I’m not going anywhere with you!”
He slides into the car. “Suit yourself. Have fun walking home.” The engine starts, but the car doesn’t move, giving me time to reconsider.
Grumbling, I walk around the car and fling the door open. Reece sits behind the steering wheel, gripping it with both hands, a grin spreading across his face.
I plop into the seat with an exasperated groan. “You’re an ass.”
He chuckles. “I’ve been called a helluva lot worse.”
When the door shuts, it occurs to me I’ve lost my mind getting in a car with this maniac.
He tears out of the parking lot, tires squealing, confirming my fear. I grab onto the door, my knuckles white. “Oh, my God. Do you have to drive like that?”
He grins, looking mischievous. “Yes.” Shooting out of the parking lot, he turns the opposite direction from where I live.
“This isn’t the way to my house. You better take me home right now.” Panic bubbles to the surface. I really am an idiot.
“Calm down, Newbie. I’ll take you home, but I kinda like you so I’m gonna teach you some things to help you survive at your new school.”
The heavy textbooks smash my legs, so I push them to the floorboard. They land on my backpack and slide on top of my foot. “Ow!” I scoot my legs, trying to make them fit with everything in the way.
Reece laughs.
“You’re not the nicest guy in the world, are you?”
He turns and shoots me a wicked smile. “You better believe it.”
“Fine. You want to share your old-school secrets. Spill.”
He laughs again, speeding down the road.
Suddenly, I have a moment of déjà vu. Riding in a car with Reece. I’ve never been in a car with him before, but this moment seems so strong and familiar, like reliving a memory. Maybe I really have lost my mind.
“First rule, never, ever let them know you’re scared.”
“Come on, Reece. It’s alternative school, not juvie hall.”
He shrugs with a grin. “Nevertheless, it’s a good rule to live by, no matter what your circumstances. Now repeat it.”
“No.” I scoff. “That’s stupid.”
“Repeat it.”
Some deep-seated intuition tells me he won’t stop until I do, like I somehow know him. The thought shakes me. “Uh… don’t ever let them know you’re scared.”
He turns to me with an arrogant smile before turning back to the road. “See? That wasn’t so hard, was it? Although you could have used more conviction.”
“I’m not saying it again.”
“Okay, fair enough. Second, don’t ever lose who you are, no matter how much they try to reform you.”
“What exactly goes on in alternative school? Waterboarding?”
He smirks. “Repeat it.”
“Don’t lose who you are,” I say in exasperation.
“You’re getting better. Next, always have a number two pencil.”
I roll my eyes. “This is stupid. You don’t have any hints. You’re making this up as you go.”
“Repeat it.”
“No. I’m done. Take me home.”
“Okay, but not yet.” He drives toward the business section of town and turns into the McDonalds parking lot.
I stare at him, bewildered. “McDonalds?”
Reece ignores me as he drives around to the drive-thru line, pulling up to the menu board. “What do you want?”
I shake my head. “I don’t have any money and I don’t need anything anyway.” But my stomach betrays me and rumbles loudly at the thought of food.
He leans toward me, his voice softening. “James Monroe spreads rumors faster than CNN can air a live update. I know you didn’t have lunch and you look like you could blow away in a strong wind.” He sits up and his gruff demeanor returns. “Now what do you want?”
I gape.
“If you don’t tell me, I’ll just order you something anyway. Hope you like fish sandwiches.”
I don’t. “Um, a hamburger.”
He orders two Quarter Pounder value meals. The cashier asks what he wants to drink and his eyebrows raise, looking at me.
“Diet Coke.” I can’t believe he’s doing this. I can’t believe I’m letting him.
“Make that two Cokes,” He says then drives forward to the window.
“I said Diet Coke.”
“I know. I heard you.” He gets the bag and hands it to me as he pulls away.
I take out my hamburger and hand the sack to him. My face burns with embarrassment. “Thank you.”
He grunts as he takes a bite of his sandwich.
I eat a few nibbles, then wrap up the rest. I’m nervous sitting here with him, and it’s hard to choke down the food.
Reece shoots me a sideways look. “I’m not taking you to your house until you eat it all. You can take all night for all I care. You’re the one eager to get home.”
I glare. “Who do you think you are?”
“Hey, you’ll thank me later.”
“Fat chance,” I say with a scowl. But again, somehow I know he means what he says, even though it sticks in my craw that he’s bossing me around.
He’s silent the rest of the way to my house. I finish the last of my hamburger, and he turns down my street after I give him directions.
“Why are you doing this?” I ask.
He parks at the curb in front of my house. “Solidarity.”
“What?”
“You’ve joined the club now, the alternate school kids.”
“Is there a secret handshake or something?”
He laughs again, his green eyes dancing. “You almost make me sorry I left there already.”
“That’s the most asinine thing I’ve ever heard.”
“And you haven’t even started your new school yet.” He winks. “Have a fun first day. Tell Mrs. Humperdinkle I said ‘hi’.”
I scoop up my books and backpack. “Yeah, I don’t think so.”
“Good luck, Julia Phillips.”
I climb out and just as the car door closes, he speeds away. As I walk to the porch, the fog in my memory burns off, and I realize where I’ve seen Reece before. He was the boy in my dream. Before I have time to process this development, Mom is waiting in the front door. “Who was that?”
“No one.” I push past her into the house.
“No one? You come home late from school in a car with a boy, who speeds in a residential neighborhood I might add, and you say it’s no one? I deserve an explanation, Julia.”
I’ve started down the hall but whirl around to face her. “You want an explanation, Mom? Let’s start with the fact I got kicked out of high school today and start alternative school tomorrow. It occurs to me they wouldn’t make a decision like that without talking to you first. Am I right?”
The guilt on her face answers for her.
“I had to clean out my locker today, ‘cause guess what, Mom? I’m not going back there. My academic record is completely screwed now.” So it was already screwed. I conveniently leave that part out. “It took so long to clean out my locker that I missed the bus. I had thirty pounds of books, wearing a skirt and boots, and a two-mile walk home. Reece was nice enough to give me a ride.”
“Reece?” Mom asks. “What happened to Evan?”
“That’s a really good question, Mom. Perhaps you should ask Evan.” I turn on my heels and start down the hall.
“Julia, are you sleeping around?”
I spin around, the heavy books digging into my arms. “Oh. My. God. How can you even ask me that?”
She looks embarrassed. Her eyes dart to the floor than back up at me. She crosses then uncrosses her arms. “It’s okay if you are.” She shakes her head. “No, it’s not okay, but you’re sixteen, and I can’t stop you if you really want to do it.”
“Mom!”
“But if you are, we can make sure that you’re protected.”
And I thought this day couldn’t get any worse. “I’m not sleeping around! How can you even think that?”
“Well…”
Stomping off to my room, I slam the door behind me, and throw my bag and books on the floor. They land with a heavy thud against the wall. A trickle of satisfaction runs through me when I see the new gouge. I drop onto the bed and cover my head with my pillow.
Mom knocks on my door later to tell me that dinner’s ready.
“I’m not hungry!”
She doesn’t know I ate with Reece so let her feel guilty. That’s what she gets for accusing me of sleeping around. Especially since it couldn’t be farther from the truth. I only had my first kiss a day ago.
The thought of kissing Evan dampens my momentary burst of satisfaction. I dig my cell phone out of the bottom of my backpack, amazed it hasn’t been smashed by the books. I check the screen for texts or missed calls.
Nothing.
Rot in hell, Evan Whittaker.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
I’M THE ONE rotting. If alternative school isn’t hell, it’s the closest a person can get without descending the seven circles.
And I was wrong. People do stare, but instead of with curiosity, they leer, sizing me up. The teachers are nice, but harried, faced with far too many students in desperate need of attention. We can all thank state budget cuts for that.
My day is long and tedious. There are so many remedial students that we spend entire class periods on a fifteen-minute lesson. At lunch, I sit by myself. I’m used to it, yet I’m not prepared for the loneliness that washes through me. The thought of surviving the rest of the year here, let alone possibly my senior year, is enough to make me consider taking my antidepressants again.
I wonder how Reece survived. And why he went here in the first place.
And how he got out.
My appointment with Dr. Weaver is after school. The alternative school is close enough to his office that I can walk. After a lengthy argument last night over me driving, Mom finally relented and said she’d pick me up from my appointment after she got off work.
The final bell of the day rings and I hurry into my coat and out the door. I have to hustle to walk the mile and a half and make it on time. I cut through the parking lot and that’s when I see him.
Evan.
My heart sputters and I freeze for a second before forcing my feet forward. How did he know where to find me?
He leans back against his car, his black hair blowing in the breeze, looking gorgeous. I hate him for that. “Julia.”
I walk past him, trying to pretend he doesn’t exist.
He strides over and blocks my path.
Reluctantly, my gaze shifts up to his anxious face. “Get out of my way, Evan.”
“Julia, I’m sorry.”
When I try to step around him, he lifts his arms to his sides, blocking me in all directions.
I have to admit he looks pretty miserable, but I’ve been pretty miserable too. It serves him right.
“You should have told me that sometime in the previous twenty-four hours, Evan. I don’t even know why you were so upset.”
“I know and I’m so sorry. Please forgive me.”
“No.”
His eyebrows shoot up and he looks as surprised as I am by my answer. “No?”
“No! I’m not forgiving you until you tell me the truth. What happened?”
He rubs his face with his hands, a now familiar habit. “It’s complicated.”
“Yeah? Well, guess what? This isn’t.” I dart under his arm and resume walking.
“Julia!’ He catches up in seconds, falling into step next to me.
“I don’t have time to waste listening to you. I have twenty minutes to walk a mile and a half to the doctor’s office.”
“Are you sick?” His voice raises in concern.
“No.”
“Then why—”
He tries to take my hand and I shake it off.
“It’s none of your business.”
“Does this have anything to do with Reece?”
I pause, spinning to face him. “What about Reece?”
His face hardens. “I know he drove you home yesterday.”
Are there no secrets at James Monroe High School? “How did you find out?”
His brows furrow when I don’t deny it. “Reece told me.”
I snort then continue walking. Stupid male testosterone.
“So it’s true, then?”
My feet halt in their tracks. “Seriously? You ran out yesterday after yelling and practically accusing me of stealing my bracelet. Then you leave without any explanation and don’t call, don’t text, nothing, and you have the nerve to get upset when someone else drives me home?” My voice is shaking when I finish.
“I know. I’m sorry. I don’t blame you for hating me. I hated myself all yesterday and today. I’m miserable without you.”
“You still didn’t tell me what happened!”
He grabs my hands. I try to shake them off, but he holds tight. “It’s the bracelet.”
“No kidding. What about it?”
“Are you wearing it now?”
I hesitate before nodding. After yesterday I wouldn’t be surprised if he tried to rip it off my arm.
“Can I see it again?”
I cock my head to study him, unsure that he deserves my trust. He’s almost as pale as he was yesterday, his black coat making the contrast more severe. His eyes plead with mine, and his grip on my hands feels desperate.
He knows something about this bracelet and I know nothing. Curiosity wins out. “You have to let go.” I shake my hands.
He releases his grip, defeat covering his face as he casts his gaze to the sidewalk.
He thought I meant no. A small stab of satisfaction coats my irritation. I pull the bracelet out from under my sleeve, past my wrist, and lift up my hand. It dangles from my arm. The sun pokes through the overcast sky. Light catches the flat side of the charm, and its reflection is dazzling.
He stares at it, then gingerly reaches his hands up to mine, holding my wrist as though it will snap in two if he applies too much pressure. He opens the palm of his other hand, holding it under the charm and bends over to read it. When he flips it over, his expression hardens. For a moment, I worry he’ll yell or run again, but he’s anchored to the sidewalk. His blue eyes raise to mine, swimming in unshed tears.
Evan studies me, as if making a decision, his fingers dig into my wrist. Uncertainty flashes in his expression, then love. Unabashed love.
My breath catches.
“I’m sorry.” His jaw tightens and he swallows. “I thought it belonged to someone I knew. I screwed up. I screwed everything up.”
Disappointment courses through my veins. “You don’t know anything about my bracelet?”
His gaze drops and he murmurs, “No.”
My eyelids sink closed as I take a deep breath. It was foolish to think Evan had a connection to the bracelet, but he might know something else. I gather my wits and open my eyes. “I want to see your necklace.”
His eyes widen. “I told you—”
“You’re lying. You didn’t lose it. You hid it from me and I want to know why. It’s a Celtic love knot, isn’t it?”
His mouth twists. “Yes.”
“Why did you hide it?”
He shifts his weight. “Because it’s weird that you’ve been drawing them for months and I have one. You already have a hard time trusting me, and I didn’t want to freak you out more.”
I study his face, trying to determine if he’s telling me the truth. “Can I see it?”
Evan hesitates, then digs into his jean pocket and pulls out a chain. I hold my hand out and he carefully places it in my palm.
It’s a silver pendant, with delicately carved, interconnecting hearts, nearly identical to the ones I’ve been drawing. I look up into his face. “This is a girl’s necklace. Where did you get it?”
Pain flashes through his eyes. “Someone I knew.”
My voice softens. “It belonged to the girl from your story.”
He nods, his lips pressed together in a tight line.
The world is spinning as I try to piece this together. The girl he loved wore this and I’ve been drawing it since the accident. What does it mean?
Evan grabs my hand, shaking me from my musing. “Julia, I’m so sorry. I hurt you and I don’t have any right to ask this, but I’m going to do it anyway. Please give me another chance.”
Emotions take flight in my chest, all fighting for attention at the same time. Anger. Relief. Betrayal. Hope.
Be smart, Julia.
He hurt me. I should turn around and leave him in my dust, but something about him seals the door of my pain and makes me feel alive again. Being with him is like an addiction, hard to walk away from when freely offered. My resolve begins to crumble.
My face has given me away. Hope fills his eyes.
I spin from him and continue my trek. “I don’t know. I have to think about it. Right now I have to go or I’m going to be late.”
He reaches me in only a few steps. “Okay, fair enough. But let me drive you. It’s only right since I made you late.”
“Fine, but don’t read anything into it. It’s just a ride.”
He nods. “Okay.”
Following him to his car, I stuff my hands into my coat pockets so he won’t get any ideas about holding onto one. And to remind me not to let him. When we reach his car, he opens the door for me. I can’t help thinking about the differences between Evan and Reece, sure Evan wouldn’t appreciate the comparison.
Other than the directions I give him, we drive in silence, me with my hands still hidden in my coat, Evan with his hands on the wheel. He pulls into the medical office parking lot and turns to face me, his mouth contorting with indecision. Clearing his throat, he stares out the windshield. “Do you need a ride home?”
“No, my mother’s picking me up.”
He shifts in his seat, gripping the steering wheel. “Can I call you tonight?”
I open the door and answer as I climb out. “You can call. I’m not sure if I’ll answer.” I shut the door before he can say anything.
His car stays at the curb, probably hoping I’ll change my mind and go back and talk to him. I’m tempted. Too tempted. I turn my back to him and enter the building before I cave. I’ll talk to him. It’s simply a matter of how long I can hold out.
The waiting room in Dr. Weaver’s office is empty. I could start on my homework but alternative school is undemanding. I finished everything in class. I no longer need all the makeup assignments I’ve been working on.
An ache laps at the edges of my heart, seeping through like osmosis. I don’t need Evan to tutor me anymore.
Dr. Weaver, a middle-aged man with a receding hairline and reading glasses perched on his nose, appears in the doorway to his office. “Julia, come on in.”
The room is filled with bookcases overflowing with books, upholstered furniture rather than office chairs, and plants by the window. While the environment isn’t intimidating, the idea of sharing my thoughts with a man paid to listen rankles my nerves. I sulk into the room and sink into the overstuffed chair sitting in the corner by the window.
When I first started seeing Dr. Weaver, I often spent most of the session staring out the window and not saying a word. Now, I talk more, but not by much.
Dr. Weaver sits in a chair by his desk, a file open next to him. “Julia, I’ve had some discussions with your mother regarding some of her concerns.”
Inwardly I groan, but outside I’m silent, staring out the window. The spotty clouds have filled in. The cloud shrouded sky casts a gray pallor on the world outside.
Dr. Weaver turns on a lamp. “From what I’ve heard, you’ve had a trying few weeks.”
I cross my legs and lean back into the chair. “Yeah, you could say that.”
“Would you like to tell me about it?”
I raise an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t that be redundant, seeing as how you already know?”
He checks over my file then takes off his reading glasses. He dangles them by their arm. “You know we’ll never make any progress until you become more cooperative.”
Suddenly, I’m mad. Mad at Dr. Weaver for wasting my time. Mad at Mom for believing the worst in me, and at Dad for leaving. Mad at Evan for hurting me when I’d just begun to trust him. Mad at Monica for leaving me alone, but most of all mad at myself for not dying. But I say none of these things. Instead, I screw on my plastic smile. “Oh, you want me to list them?”
He lifts an eyebrow and sticks the end of his eyeglass arm in his mouth, waiting.
I turn back to the window. “Let’s see. I was failing most of my classes, got a tutor, my dad left, my mother accused me of being a slut, and I got sent to alternative school. All in all, a very productive week.”
“Sarcasm won’t solve your problems.”
“Oh!” I feign excitement. “So you’re saying if I give up sarcasm, my problems will be solved? Why didn’t you tell me that months ago?”
I hate the way I talk to him. He’s a nice man, but he’s the only person I can vent my pain and anguish on without repercussion. Even if he doesn’t realize it, I always feel better when I leave.
We sit in silence, my pot of anger and resentment simmering to a boil.
“Tell me about the boys you’ve been seeing.”
I laugh, but it’s derisive and grates my own nerves. “There’s nothing to tell. Evan was my tutor, but now I don’t need a tutor anymore. That settles that. The other boy is Reece. I only met him yesterday. He took pity on me and my huge pile of books and offered me a ride home. End of story.”
“I’m sure the absence of your father is bound to be hard on you, the loss of a supportive male figure in your life.”
“First of all, you and I both know my father hasn’t been a supportive male figure for months. Second, Evan and Reece don’t have anything to do with him.”
The rest of the session I refuse to talk about Evan. Even if I wanted to, I don’t know what to say. I haven’t sorted him out yet myself. Dr. Weaver reminds me that with all the turmoil in my life, now isn’t a good time to make important life choices, like boyfriends.
This is the funniest thing I’ve heard in days.
When my time is up, Mom’s sitting in the waiting room. She looks up from her outdated magazine, her gaze shifting from me to the psychologist standing in the doorway. I move to the hall while she and Dr. Weaver talk. I’m always invited to listen to their conversation, but I don’t care what they have to say.
When she’s finished, we walk to the car in silence. We’re halfway home before she finally speaks. “How was your appointment?”
I slump into the car door, looking out the side window. “Fine.”
“Tell me about your first day at your new school.”
“It was great. I got to be calendar person and Suzy shared her cookie at snack time.”
Mom sighs. “At least I’m trying, Julia. I wish you’d do the same.”
I sit up, rage building. “Trying? Really? By calling me a slut? By sending me to that school? I suppose you and Dr. Weaver decided to dope me up like a zombie. Maybe you should just send me off to the mental hospital.”
Mom’s jaw tightens. The vein on her neck pulses as her hands squeeze the steering wheel. “Don’t tempt me, Julia,” she says through gritted teeth.
I gasp.
She turns toward me, her face revealing the shock I feel. “Julia, I didn’t mean that.”
I don’t say anything.
She lifts her hand to her mouth, chewing on her thumbnail. “It’s been difficult for everyone these last few months, not just you.”
“Are you saying you wish I died?”
Her eyes pop open in horror. “No! No! Never.”
“But if I’d died you all could have moved on and not been stuck with… me.”
“Julia, no! I couldn’t bear it if you’d died.”
We’re silent the rest of the way home. What she said sinks in, settling into the already cracked foundation of my soul. I go straight to my room and sit on my bed. My room is the one place I feel safe, even if it’s incredibly lonely.
I pick up the picture of Monica and me. Focusing on her smiling face, I try to remember the school picnic where the photo was taken. We both had on jeans and short-sleeved t-shirts, although Monica’s was bejeweled. She’d debated for days what to wear, and I told her it didn’t matter. It was just a picnic. Turned out it did matter. It’s how I remember her now.
I set it down and wait for the tears that usually follow.
Nothing.
Maybe I really am dead and my body just doesn’t know it.
I lay down on the bed as my cell phone vibrates in my pocket and butterflies tap dance in my belly. I pull it out, knowing it can only be one person. The question is, do I want to talk to him? Compared to the nothingness, I need the rush of emotion he gives me.
I press the button. “Hello.”
“Hey, Newbie, how was your first day at prep school?”
Reece. I bolt upright on the bed. “How did you get this number?”
“Calm down. It wasn’t that hard. You didn’t answer the question. How was your first day?”
“Delightful.”
He laughs. “Did you follow the rules?”
I relax a little, laying back down. “I had a number two pencil with me at all times. Figured I could use it as a weapon if I had to. I like multipurpose items.”
“Pretty and resourceful. I like it.”
I’m glad he can’t see the blush that flames my face. “I can’t always count on my looks to get me by.”
“And there you have it. The triple threat. Brains. Tell me why you don’t have a boyfriend.”
“Who said I don’t have a boyfriend?”
“Because if you had a boyfriend, he would have driven you home yesterday.”
I can’t argue with that. “One benefit of alternative school is the lack of homework. You forgot to mention that gem.”
“What? And spoil all the surprises? That would have been like telling you your Christmas present.”
“Well, it only added to an awesome first day. Mrs. Pumpernickel sends her love.”
“Mrs. Humperdinkle.”
“Oh, yeah. Her too.”
He laughs, rich and wholehearted. It’s like drinking hot chocolate, warming my stomach and then spreading to the rest of me.
“Reece, why did you get sent to the alternative school?”
“Oh, you know. This and that. What about you?”
“Same thing. This and that. How’d you get out?”
He laughs. “I escaped. If you’re nice to me, I’ll send you a cake with a file and map of the underground tunnels.”
“Thanks.”
“Talk to you later, Newbie.”
“Bye.”
I lay there with the phone next to my ear long after he hangs up and wonder how my life got so complicated.
For once, I’m not complaining.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
MOM INSISTS I eat dinner with the family. I almost snort, like she’s made a joke. Anna asks if Mom’s heard from Dad, but she shakes her head, looking down. She pushes around the food on her plate with her fork.
I choke down a few bites then return to my room and shut the door. I lay on my bed, bored with no homework to occupy my time. It hits me that two weeks ago I hadn’t done my homework and never worried about how to fill my time.
Maybe I am getting better.
I find my old MP3 player tucked in my dresser drawer. It’s dead, which is no surprise since I haven’t listened to it in months. My docking station sits on my desk, slightly dusty and neglected like most everything else in my life. I hook up the player and search for a CD, one of my old favorites. Music fills the room, a dark and melancholy song, a soundtrack to my unrest.
My backpack still lies on the floor where I tossed it. I pull out my notebook and turn to the last page, only partially full of drawings. My hand resumes drawing after the R adding an E. When I start drawing a second E, chills tingle up my neck into my scalp.
Oh, my God. I’m writing Reece.
A rap on my door startles me, and I drop the pen on the paper as the door opens. My mom’s pale, frightened face pokes through the crack. I’ve never seen Mom look this scared, not even when Dad left.
“Mom?”
“Julia, the police are here.” Her voice quivers. “They want to talk to you.”
My heart pounds so fast I’m sure it will fly out of my chest. I sit up and swing my legs over the side of the bed, swiping my clammy palms on my jeans. “Why?” I stumble over the word.
“I don’t know. They wouldn’t say.”
I swallow, my brain scrambling to figure out what I could have done. Is it a crime to hide in the choir room? I don’t think so. I take a deep breath and hold it in for a several of seconds before pushing it away. I might be more oxygenated, but my anxiety still persists.
Mom opens the door. My shaky legs follow her into the living room. Anna hugs the door way to the kitchen, staring with big, wide eyes. Two uniformed police officers fill the room. One of the officer’s hands hangs on his belt, drawing my gaze to the gun at his side.
“Julia Phillips?” asks the other officer, a tall, dark-haired man with a bushy mustache.
I nod, not trusting myself to speak. I wonder if we should call a lawyer. I wonder if Mom even knows a lawyer.
“We’d like to ask you some questions about Evan Whittaker.”
I’m sure my eyes are popping out of my head. “Evan?”
The officer points to the sofa. “Why don’t we sit down?”
I’m grateful to take a seat, unsure how long my wobbly legs will hold me up. He plants himself in the chair across from me. The other policeman, the one with his hand on his belt, stands next to the door. Maybe he thinks I’ll try to escape.
“Can you tell me about your relationship with Evan Whittaker?”
Mom sits next to me, eager to hear my answer.
I fold my hands in my lap, twining my fingers together. “Um…he was my tutor.”
The officer clears his throat. “Was?”
“I changed schools today. I don’t need a tutor anymore.”
“Did you ever notice Evan acting strange? Any change in his behavior?”
I scrunch my nose. “Strange? I hardly knew him. What do you mean by change?”
“His friends and family say he changed over the last week. Some of his friends at school said he has gotten close to you.” He raises an eyebrow and waits for my answer.
My chest tightens, and I resist the urge to take a deep breath. “Like I said, I hardly knew him. He offered to tutor me. We spent some time together after school because he helped me with three classes.” My fingers grow numb and I loosen my grip.
“Did you do anything with him off school campus?”
“He drove me home. That’s about it.”
He writes in his notebook and looks up. “When was the last time you saw or spoke to Evan?”
My stomach drops. “Why? What happened to him?”
“He’s under suspicion for something we’re not at liberty to discuss. We’re trying to locate him. Have you seen or talked to him today?”
My thoughts race to seeing Evan after school. I’m not sure what he’s done, but I can’t tell them about this afternoon. The only hitch is that I have to lie to the police. I look into the officer’s stern face and my decision wavers.
Evan’s image pops into my mind, the sadness and hopefulness in his eyes earlier today. What if I’ve driven him to do something stupid? “No, I haven’t.”
The policeman’s eyes bore into mine.
I resist the impulse to squirm and meet his gaze. “We go to different schools now. I have no reason to see him.”
He hesitates then stands, holding out a business card. “If you see him or talk to him, please give us a call.”
“Yeah, sure,” I say, taking the card.
He stops at the door and turns to look at Mom. “Sorry to disturb your evening, ma’am.”
She wraps her arms across her chest, gripping her elbows. “That’s quite all right, officer. Good night.”
They leave through the front door and I stand, waiting for the next interrogation to begin.
“What’s this all about, Julia?”
I roll my eyes. “Mom, you heard what I told the police. That’s all I know.”
“Are you sure?”
I stare into her face. I can see she believes the worst about me. “What do you think I’m hiding?”
My question catches her off guard. “Well, I don’t know…”
“He was my tutor. I no longer need a tutor because you made me change schools. What more is there to tell?”
She puts her hands on her hips, tilting her head to the side. I haven’t seen this look of exasperation in months. “Julia.”
I mimic her movement. “Are we done?”
We lock gazes for several seconds, a contest. Finally, she turns away. “Sure, run back to your room.” Her tone is snotty.
I whirl around to return to my sanctuary and slam the door. The encounter with the police bothers me, but my standoff with Mom affects me more. Maybe she blames me for Dad’s abandonment, too.
I pace, sorting out what happened. I can’t imagine what Evan could have done, what kind of trouble he could have gotten himself into. No matter how hard I try, I can’t come up with anything. Anything that warrants police involvement seems preposterous.
I sigh and drop to my bed, covering my head with the pillow. Maybe I should call Evan and find out why they’re looking for him. As I reach for the phone, it rings in my hand. I nearly jump off the bed.
Evan.
“Evan, what’s going on?”
“Julia,” he whispers. “I need to see you.”
“Evan, the police were here asking about you. What happened?”
“What did you tell them?” The sharp edge in his voice could chisel ice.
“Nothing. That you were my tutor. You dropped me off at my house. That’s it. I didn’t tell them we had gotten… closer.” It embarrasses me to bring it up, but now isn’t the time to be squeamish. “They also asked if I’d seen or talked to you today. I told them no.”
His breath rushes out. “Thank you.”
“Evan, what’s going on?”
“Julia, I have to see you tonight. Can meet me?”
I look at my bedroom door. There’s no way Mom will let me out, especially to see Evan. “I don’t think so. Maybe tomorrow.”
“Please, it has to be tonight. Tomorrow will be too late.”
The words too late make my heart pound. “Evan, you’re scaring me. Why are the police looking for you?”
“I promise I’ll explain it all to you when I see you.”
I hesitate. I’m already in so much trouble.
“I’ll also tell you what I know about the bracelet.”
I bolt off the bed. “You know about the bracelet? You said you didn’t.”
There’s a momentary pause. “I didn’t want to scare you.”
My breath catches in my throat. I have to force out my words. “Why would it scare me?”
“Julia, it’s hard to explain.”
“Does this have anything to do with the love knots?”
He hesitates. “Yes. I’ll explain it all to you, but I need to do it in person. Please. I’m begging you. I have to see you one last time.”
“Evan. You’re freaking me out. Where are you going?”
“I promise to tell you everything, but in person, not on the phone.”
“Okay.” I can’t believe I’m agreeing to this. I have no idea how to get out or the consequences I’ll face when I come back.
“Thank you.”
“I can’t drive. You’ll have to come get me.”
“Okay, but not in front of your house. I’ll meet you at . . . the park. Go to the park and I’ll pick you up there in case the police are watching your house.”
I haven’t considered that. “Okay, I’ll meet you there in ten minutes.”
“Be sure to take your cell phone in case we need to change plans. Bye.”
As I ponder how to get out the front door, it occurs to me I can’t. The bedroom window is my only option. I lock my bedroom door and leave the music playing to cover any noise. I put on an extra pair of socks, along with a fleece jacket over my long-sleeved t-shirt. After shoving my arms through the sleeves of my coat, I grab my knit scarf and hat.
The window is stiff and it takes two good jerks before I have the opening wide enough to crawl through. I’m grateful we live in a ranch style house, with a room on the first and only floor. The jump to the ground is short and I avoid getting scratched up from the bushes.
I tug the window shut and weigh my options. My room faces the back of the house. If the police are watching, they will most likely be observing the front. If I run to the neighbor’s yard behind us, I can sneak to the street in front their house and walk to the park. Hopefully, my hat and bulky coat will conceal my identity.
I’m ready to run when my conscience stops me.
Think long and hard before you do this.
I lean against the house and review my decision. Evan’s wanted by the police, but I can’t believe he’s done anything bad. It has to be a misunderstanding. More importantly, Evan has answers to questions that no one can help me with. Can I really let him go without finding out what he knows?
In the end, it’s his leaving that seals my decision. I have no idea where he’s going, but what if he never comes back? The thought of never seeing him again opens an oozing wound in my heart. I have to see him before he leaves, even if it’s only to say goodbye.
I run straight for the neighbor’s house, thankful there’s not a fence separating our properties. Their dog is tied up to a tree and barks her outrage.
I bend down and rub her head. “Shh… Weiner. It’s me.”
She stops barking and sits, her tongue hanging out as she pants.
“I have to go. Be a good girl and don’t bark. Okay?”
The dog nuzzles my hand and I give her head one last rub before bolting for the side of the house. Weiner whines at the loss of attention, but to my relief, doesn’t bark. I move to the front of the house, scanning the street for police. When I think it’s safe, I walk to the sidewalk and take the long way to the park. The wind is cold and I’m glad for my extra layers.
I live in a safe neighborhood but walking in the dark and hiding from police gives me the spooks. Every noise or rustle of leaves makes me jump.
Calm down, Julia. Your jumpiness is going to give you away.
The park lies ahead, dark and foreboding. The empty swings sway in the breeze, the metal chains groaning in protest. Dried leaves sweep across the park, a sudden gust swirling them in a mini cyclone before they blow out of sight. The park’s deserted, no one in sight. When I reach the edge, I’m unsure where to go since I see no sign of Evan. I move to the massive play set and sit on one of the metal steps to the slide.
My legs grow numb with the cold as I wait for what seems an eternity. I pull out my cell phone. Sure enough, ten minutes has come and gone. Evan called twenty minutes earlier. I consider calling him but decide to wait, certain he has a good reason for not showing up yet.
A few minutes later, headlights come into view, heading toward me. I shrink into the play set, hoping to stay hidden from view. Evan’s car pulls up to the curb and idles, white smoke trailing out the tailpipe.
I run to his car and open the passenger door.
“Get in.” His face is taut and his shoulders rigid. His white knuckles grip the wheel.
Evan pulls away from the curb before I have the door shut. “Evan, what’s going on?”
“I have to leave. Tonight.”
“I know, you told me that already. Why?”
He turns to me, his eyes red and teary. “Are you hungry?”
“What?”
“I haven’t had anything to eat since lunch, but I’m afraid to get food anywhere, in case they find me. If I drop you off at a restaurant, will you go in and get me something to eat?”
“Of course, but you still haven’t told me what’s going on.”
“I know, and I will. I promise. Just do this first. Please.”
He sounds so scared and sad my heart tightens with fear. I put my hand on his arm. “I’ll do whatever I can. Just tell me what to do.”
He gives me a weak smile and reaches his hand over to cover mine. His warmth permeates my cold fingers. “I don’t know if I can leave you again,” he says, his voice cracking.
“Then don’t. Just tell me what’s going on, and I’ll help you figure out what to do.”
He releases a short laugh and squeezes my hand. “You were always so good at figuring out what to do.”
I sit in silence and try to piece together what he means. I scour my memories of the last week, searching for a moment when I helped him figure something out.
He turns onto the main business road in our section of town, fast food restaurants and strip malls lining both sides. A baseball cap lies on the seat between us and he pulls it onto his head as he glances at the speedometer. The needle hovers at the thirty-five mph speed limit. He turns into a Chick-fil-A and drives to the back of the lot, backing up to park next to the dumpster.
“I’m sorry I can’t drop you off at the door. I need to stay out of sight.” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out his wallet. His hand shakes as his fingers fumble with the bills. He shoves the wallet at me. “I don’t know how much is in there. Just take it. Get something for yourself, if you want.”
I slip it into my coat pocket.
“You’re going to come back, right?” Evan’s eyes are huge with fear and it scares me.
My fingertips slide down his cheek as I stare into his eyes. The brilliant blue is lost in the shadows of the parking lot. “Yeah, I’m coming back. I promise.”
His hand lifts to cover mine, his fingers curling under my palm. He looks like he’s about to burst into tears. “Okay, hurry.”
The restaurant is warm and the smell of chicken and fried potatoes makes my stomach growl, reminding me I didn’t eat much for dinner. I stand in line and pull Evan’s wallet out of my pocket. Two twenty dollar bills and a five, more than enough to get something for both us, even though I feel guilty spending his money on myself.
The line moves, and I start to close the wallet, when I notice something folded and tucked in the credit card section. It looks like currency but not United States money. Curiosity gets the better of me and I pull it out, unfolding the thin, crinkly paper, which is stiffer and thinner than a United States bill. A twenty-five appears in the corner, and President Kennedy’s face is plastered in the center.
What the heck is this?
I turn it over. The Statue of Liberty is printed on the back and more twenty-fives in the corners of the bill. United Regions of America emblazons the bottom.
Where did Evan get this? Maybe he’s wanted for counterfeiting, although Evan’s a sharp guy. I can’t see him printing money so obviously fake.
The line moves again, and I find myself at the counter and unprepared to order. I order a meal for Evan and a sandwich for myself, almost paying with the fake bill in my hand. I stuff it back in the credit card spot and hand the cashier a twenty. Shoving the change into Evan’s wallet, I move to the side and wait for the food.
The doors open and a gust of wind blows a chill through the restaurant. Sarah and Lindsey walk in with several other girls. I freeze in utter panic before realizing I’m bundled in my coat, hat and scarf. Tugging the cap over my forehead, I lift the scarf to cover more of my face.
“I can’t believe what happened to Evan,” Lindsey says in a gossipy tone.
I lower my head and focus my attention on them.
“I know,” Sarah says. “It explains so much though, especially why he would pay attention to her instead of me. The real Evan would never have anything to do with her.”
“I still can’t believe there’s someone walking around who looks exactly like him. It’s so creepy. Who is he?”
My head is fuzzy, and I grip the counter to hold myself up. I keep my gaze down, hoping my eavesdropping isn’t obvious.
“Nobody knows,” Sarah says. “But the police’ll tell us when they find him.”
The cashier hands me the bag of food and in my stupor, I drop it on the counter. Sarah and Lindsey turn to me, but I manage to snatch the bag and run out the side door.
Evan’s car is still in the spot next to the dumpster, the front end facing me. I take slow steps toward him as I digest the overload of information.
Two Evans. How could that be?
The Evan I know, my Evan, sits in the front seat of the car, his face visible in the light of the overhead streetlamp. In the chaos swirling in my head, it makes perfect sense. Sarah said he disappeared and was different when he came back. The Evan sitting in the car, whose thumb now anxiously taps the steering wheel, is different than the one from two weeks ago. Even I can see it.
I stop in the front of the car.
The police are looking for Evan and that can’t be good. What’s happened to the other? I worry that this Evan is dangerous. My head swims with the impossibility of it all. This doesn’t happen in real life. Soap operas and Lifetime movies, but not real life. He watches me with wary eyes, and I know I have to make a decision. Get in the car with him or run. Every reasonable thought within me screams run, but one says stay. It’s the one I listen to.
I open the door and get in, handing him the food and his drink. “We have to go.”
His eyes widen. “Why? What happened?”
I release a shaky breath. “Sarah and her idiots are inside and they know the police are looking for you. They may have spotted me, so we need to go. Now.”
Setting the bag between us, he shifts the car into drive and turns out onto the side street, heading into a neighborhood. He takes off his hat and tosses it to the side, running his shaking hand through his hair.
“What are you going to do?”
“I don’t know.” He grips the steering wheel, leaning toward it. “I don’t know. I’m not ready to go yet.”
“Go where?”
He turns and looks at me with a grim smile. “Home.”
I wait for him to tell me where home is, but he remains silent, driving through the neighborhood as he grabs his sandwich out of the bag.
He takes a bite and laughs. “I’m going to miss these when I get home.” Then he reaches for several waffle fries and takes a big bite.
“You don’t have Chick-fil-A where you live?” I’ve heard that some of the northern states don’t.
He laughs again. “No, we don’t have any fast food.” He pulls onto the road that goes past the school.
“How can you not have fast food? Everyone has fast food. Even China has fast food. Where the heck do you live?”
“You’d never believe me if I told you.”
This is a practical joke and it’s not funny. My frustration builds. “I don’t believe you. Everybody has fast food. This is stupid and you better tell me what’s going on right now. Sarah said there were two of you. What was she talking about? Who are you?”
“Evan.” He pauses as he stares into my eyes then faces out the windshield. “He’s Evan too.”
The blood rushes from my head. “I don’t understand. How can there be two of you? Are you like his long-lost twin brother or something?”
“No.” The school blurs past us on the left as Evan keeps driving.
“Where are we going?” My panic makes my voice squeak.
He keeps his eyes straight ahead. “We’re almost there.”
I raise my knuckles to my lips as I glance out the side window. My stomach rolls. I know where he’s headed.
He parks in the church parking lot. The tires crunch on the gravel as he pulls to the side of the building, hiding the car from the road. Stuffing the last of the sandwich into his mouth, he wipes his hands on his jeans and turns off the engine. “I know it’s cold outside, but can we walk? I’m pretty antsy and I need to move or I’ll go crazy.”
I nod. “Okay, but only if you give me some answers.”
Evan turns on a flashlight and takes my hand as we walk toward the cemetery.
“Wait.” I stop, tugging him back. “Are we going to Monica’s grave?”
“I have to show you something.” He swings the beam to the gate that surrounds the graves. The gate creaks as he pushes it open.
I should ask him who he is and where he’s from, but as I cling to his hand, I’m suddenly terrified to find out. For the moment, he’s the boy who’s adored me for the last week, who gave me hope even if it was fleeting. And now I’m about to lose him.
I look over at him while we walk around the graves. “Some people think it’s creepy walking through a graveyard in the dark, horror movies and all. I think the horror is when they die.”
His hand tightens around mine. “Losing someone you love is harder. One minute they’re there, the next they’re gone. There were times I wished they would rise up from the dead.” The pain in his voice is palpable. “I would have given anything for that to happen.”
We stand in front of Monica’s grave as I wonder who he’s talking about. The owner of the pendant hanging from his neck? Evan shines the beam of light on Monica’s headstone. I drop to my knees and brush leaves away.
“Sometimes I can’t believe she’s gone. Sometimes I wish I’d died instead.”
He kneels beside me and sweeps a stray hair off my face, tucking it into my hat. “No, Julia. Don’t say that.”
“I’ve screwed up so many people, so many lives. If I’d died, they could have gone on and not got stuck in this mess I’ve created.”
He exhales, his breath filling the air with white steam. “This is so confusing.” Tears stream down his face.
“You lost someone you loved?” I stare up at him.
His hand lifts to my cheek. “Yes.”
“Who was she?” I whisper.
He closes his eyes, wrapping his arms around my back and pulling me close. “You know what’s even harder?”
Dèjá vu rushes through me, but for once I can tie it to a real memory. It was Evan who found me in the cemetery last week. My throat burns from holding back my tears. “What?”
“Losing someone you love twice.” His voice cracks as he cradles my head to his chest. “I don’t know how to survive losing you again.”
I push back to look into his face. “What are you talking about? Today? I was hurt and I wanted punish you. I’m sorry. I just needed time. I can’t stand the thought of losing you.” My voice chokes on my tears.
“Do you mean that?”
Nodding, I bite my lip to hold back the sobs.
He kisses me, a wet and desperate mess. I cling to him, the damp ground seeping through my jeans. He pulls away and I realize it’s begun to rain.
“I love you so much, Julia. My life is nothing without you. I can’t leave you, but I can’t stay. I don’t know what to do.” Evan’s shoulders shake with his tears, his hands holding my arms in a vise-like grip.
“Where are you going?”
Flashing red lights from the road catch my attention. Evan spins his head toward them and switches off the flashlight.
I start to scramble to my feet, but Evan pulls me back down. “What if I told you Monica wasn’t dead?”
“What?”
His eyes are wild with fear and desperation. “What if I told you that you could see her? That I can take you to her.”
I try to pull out of his grasp. “You’re crazy! How can you say that? Of course, she’s dead!” I scream and whip my hand toward her headstone. “She’s there in the ground!”
He shakes his head frantically. “No, she’s not. I know where she is. I can take you to see her. I promise. Will you come with me?”
“Evan,” I sob. “This is crazy. She’s dead!”
Three police cars pull into the parking lot.
“No, Julia. I swear to God she’s alive. Just come with me. Please.”
I turn to the flashing lights. I can’t let them find Evan. I stand and tug on his arm. “You have to go!”
He grabs my hand as he rises. “Will you come?”
He’s ripping my heart from my chest. I can’t bear to lose him. What do I have to gain by staying? My father can’t stand me. My mother’s weary of my chaos. My sister hates me. I killed my best friend, who Evan said is actually alive. I have no one. No one but Evan.
His tear-soaked face waits for my answer. Tears over losing me. All I want is for someone to love me. Need me. I have it here, with him.
In the end, there is no question. I lift my chin. “Yes.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
EVAN GRABS MY hand and we run. The mist has turned to rain and it seeps through my hat and into my hair.
Car doors slam behind us as Evan boosts me over the short fence in the back of the cemetery. He vaults over with little effort and grabs my hand again. We sprint toward the woods, crashing through the brush. I look over my shoulder, expecting the police to be directly behind us, but their flashlight beams are sweeping around the church. At least we have a head start.
Evan leads the way, pushing deeper into the woods. Several minutes in, I’m out of breath. My leg aches from the cold and the rain, and the continual pounding from running makes it worse.
He glances over his shoulder, past me. The anxious look on his face makes me turn around. Flashlight beams dance in the distance. They’re searching the woods.
“Do you have a plan?” I gasp as he runs faster. I struggle to keep up and not slip on the wet leaves coating the forest floor.
“Yes, we’re getting close.”
I have no idea what we’re getting close to, but I hope we make it.
He angles toward the road. We’re deep enough in the forest that it’s several minutes before I see asphalt through the trees. I expect to see a car parked on the street, something to help us escape, but there’s only the road and the trees. Then it hits me where we’ll emerge.
I dig in my heels. “No.”
He tugs on my arm. “Jules, come on, we’re almost there. We’re going to make it.”
I shake my head, panicked. “No! I can’t.”
He stops and cups my face with both hands, his breath coming in pants. “Julia, it’s the only way. If we don’t go out there, they’re going to catch us. I’ll go to jail, and you might get arrested, too.”
I know he’s right. I’m in too deep to back out, but the thought of going to the scene of Monica’s death makes my heart race. “Why here? Can’t we go somewhere else?”
He shakes his head. “I’m sorry. It’s go out there while we still can, or stay here and we’ll both get caught. I’ll let you decide.”
My chest tightens. “If I don’t go, you’ll stay here and let them find us?”
He thrusts out his jaw, determination in his eyes. “Yes.”
When I look back, the flashlights are closer. I inhale a deep breath, hoping it will appease my growing anxiety. Instead, it rages in protest that I even consider going out to the road. I study Evan’s face and wonder why he would give up everything for me. His shoulders are tense, his lips pressed into a thin line. Everything in him screams run, yet he’s still standing here.
I bite my lip. “Okay. I trust you.”
Relief washes over his face before he kisses me. “I love you,” he murmurs against my lips then snatches my hand, now slick from the rain.
My mind trips, bewildered by Evan’s declaration, but I have no time to dwell on it as we race toward the street.
Torn between checking the flashlights and looking toward the approaching road, I settle for staring at the ground. Evan stops at the edge of the woods, and I clutch his arm in a death grip, terrified to look across the street. My traitorous eyes glance up, finding the tree with a deep gouge, a raw, open wound. I fight my rising nausea. I can do this. I have to do this.
I turn my gaze from the tree and look up and down the road. There’s no traffic in sight but neither is there any means of escape.
“Evan, how are we getting out of here?”
He reaches into his coat pocket and pulls out a black rectangular box, slightly larger than a remote to a TV. He squeezes my hand. “This is your last chance to change your mind. Are you sure you want to come with me?”
The police are tromping through the leaves scattered on the forest floor. “Yes.” My heart slams against my chest with every beat.
“Okay, let’s go.” We slide down the muddy incline to the shoulder. He leads me to the middle of the road, about twenty feet from the tree and stops, standing on the center yellow line.
“Evan?” I check to see if any cars are coming. Maybe he plans for us to get run over in the street. Maybe escape for him is suicide and he plans to take me with him. I stare up into his anxious face for reassurance.
The policemen have reached the edge of the forest. “Freeze! Stay where you are!” an officer shouts. Flashlight beams hover around us.
Evan wraps his arms around my waist, pulling me close to his chest. The box presses into my back through my coat. “Hang on to me. This might feel strange.”
“What might feel strange?”
A police car, its lights flashing, speeds down the road toward us.
This is it. We’re going to die.
The road beneath us jiggles, rumbling under our feet.
“Evan?”
His smile tightens. “We’re almost there.”
“Almost where?” I clench fistfuls of his coat.
The air undulates in waves. The police car slams on its brakes, skidding off the road. Its screeching tires make my knees weak, but Evan’s grip holds me up. The policemen shout as the waves become larger and wilder, until I can’t see the beginning or the end of them. The air is a rippling sea, blocking out everything but Evan and me. A roar fills my ears followed by a bright burst of light. Intense pressure smashes in on me on all sides. My instinct is to cry out, but my body feels frozen, nonexistent. The stress is so unbearable I must be dead or close to it. Then I’m thrown, like a ball from a pitching machine. My body bangs into the ground with the impact, shooting shock waves of pain through my already aching head. Asphalt burns my hands and cheek as I skid.
I try to push up, but my arms and the rest of my body are unresponsive. Evan isn’t next to me. Lacking the strength to lift my head, I shift my eyes and find him lying on the ground, several feet away.
I want to call out to him but my tongue is leaden. My chest burns, refusing to expand. I will it to move, for my airway to open, as my vision begins to fade. With one last effort, my rib cage heaves, and cool air rushes into my lungs, setting off a fit of coughing.
Did the police car hit us after all?
Encouraged by my newfound ability to breathe, I try to lift my head again, looking for the police. Instead, I see giant mobile streetlights circling the road, all shining on Evan and me. Why would they take the time to set up lights yet leave us in the street?
The dull roar in my head begins to shift and separate sounds. The mangled cacophony gives way to motors, shouting voices, and sirens.
“Evan!” I yell, only it comes out a raspy whisper.
The hand next to his head twitches.
I want to crawl to him, but my legs resist cooperation. My weak arms manage to drag me with agonizingly slow progress. “Evan,” I croak. “We have to get up.” I have no idea how we’ll get away, but I’m not ready to give up yet.
He faces away from me and my hand reaches for his back but falls short, slapping the pavement. Pain shoots through my asphalt-burnt hand.
Sirens scream through the air. The rain has stopped and the pavement is completely dry, even though my clothes are drenched.
“Evan,” I moan.
He turns his head to me. “I’m sorry.” He mouths, his eyes glassy.
A sea of monsters move in and hover over us. I blink, ordering my hallucination away. I’ve finally gone mental. When I open my eyes, a horde of bulky hazmat-like suits with spacesuit heads surrounds us. Visors obscure their faces.
Their arms reach toward us. I want to scream, to grab out for Evan, but I’m too weak. Every muscle in my body is sluggish and slow.
Gloved hands claw at my arms and jerk me off the ground. Several other bodies surround Evan, hauling him up. They drag us toward a fleet of vehicles, none of them recognizable. My feet trail behind me on the pavement.
“Stop!” I finally manage to get out. “Who are you?”
They ignore me as we move toward more suited bodies, more than I can count. The bodies part as we approach several vehicles, a cross between a delivery truck and a van. The doors to one open and I realize they’re going to put me inside.
Animal instinct takes over. Adrenaline surges and overcomes my weakness. I thrust my arms out, trying to shake off their hands. My action catches them off guard and they lose their hold, letting me out of their grasp.
I manage to land on my feet and catch my balance. I spin and run toward Evan. The other group is dragging him to another truck. His head flops forward, his chin touching his chest.
“Evan!” I scream, the sound piercing through the relentless sirens.
His head raises slightly then drops, as though he tries but the effort’s too great. He and the suited men disappear behind a truck.
Arms grapple me from behind, but I fight this time, swinging and kicking as they come near. They hesitate and spread out to circle around me.
My heart beats frantically, my breath so rapid I’m sure to hyperventilate. I twist around, gauging how many there are, how to escape.
An endless wave of monsters circle. I’m overcome with hopelessness, but shove it off, and charge for an opening in the bodies, almost breaking free. They enclose the circle, engulfing me in a mass of suits and arms, their faceless visors reflecting my terrified face.
I scream, a long, blood-curdling howl of protest and fear. They grip my arms and legs, carrying me toward the truck. I kick and scream, my legs breaking loose a couple of times before the men lift them again.
Almost to the truck, I give one more valiant attempt to break free. They’re prepared, their treatment rougher, as the gaping hole to the truck threatens to swallow me whole.
“Please,” I sob, thrashing. “I didn’t do anything.”
They toss me inside and I land hard on the dimpled metal floor, the points jabbing my skin at every contact point.
The doors slam shut, pitching the chamber into total darkness. I lunge for the doors and beat them with my fists.
“Please! Please, let me out! I didn’t do anything wrong!”
The truck moves. I sway, losing balance, and fall on my side, hitting my head on the wall. I collapse, sobbing as terror fills my mind, a dense, choking cloud.
What do they want with me? A half-dozen unspeakable horrors race through my head. My throat closes, on the cusp of a panic attack.
No, no, no, no.
Why are they wearing suits? Why wouldn’t they speak to me?
My body shakes uncontrollably with fear and cold. My gasping sobs make it worse. The panic attack hits full force, and I struggle to retain consciousness.
The truck lurches and bounces for an eternity, or perhaps mere minutes. Finally, the attack begins to subside. I sit up in the cold pitch-black metal box. I grasp my knees and pull them to my chest, rocking back and forth as my mind scrambles for a plan to escape.
There is no escape.
My mind turns to Evan. If they’re treating me like this, they must be treating him worse. He’s the one they want. I’m merely an accessory.
The truck rumbles to a stop. I hear voices outside, muffled by the metal walls. Without warning, the doors fling open, light blinding my eyes. Two suited bodies stand in the opening, arms outstretched like in a horror movie. I shrink into the corner, but gloved hands capture my ankles and pull. I fall back, my head hitting the floor as I struggle to kick. More bodies appear, providing more hands to pull me from the truck. I dangle in the air over a concrete loading dock when another truck parks beside us, more bodies approaching the back of it.
Evan.
I crane my neck to see the back of the truck open. Hooded suits pull out a lifeless body. I scream Evan’s name, but it comes out hoarse and garbled.
Four bodies sweep me into a darkened building, a tall office structure made of concrete and glass. Losing sight of Evan sends waves of panic crashing through every cell of my body. A burst of energy shoots through my muscles, and I send a kick into the stomach of the person holding my right calf. He drops my leg and doubles over. Sirens wail in the stark white hall, and two more bodies join the parade. They grip my limbs in tight holds that pinch into my damp clothes.
I raise my head. “Please! I didn’t do anything!”
They ignore my protests and move forward, only stopping when they reach the end of the hall. A stainless steel door opens and we enter a large cylindrical room. The door slides closed and the floor drops so rapidly my stomach drops with it.
The doors open and they carry me down another hall. I’m deep in the bowels of this concrete structure. A new wave of fear sweeps through me and I flail, my body fighting for survival. They’re prepared. Their grips constrict.
I scream and sob, both indistinguishable.
They stop, and I think they’re finally going to listen, but a door slides open. We enter a small, white room and the men drop my legs. The soles of my feet thud on the floor, shooting pain through my aching left thigh. The four leave, and the door slides closed behind them.
The two men lift me into a standing position. I whip my head around, looking for an escape. The white room is small, about eight foot feet square, and has a control box filled with buttons centered on one wall. A silver metal panel fills the wall opposite the door we came in.
The two new suited bodies with visors appear, wearing all black. One reaches for the scarf still hanging around my neck. He slides it off and hands it to the other person, who tosses it into a large plastic bag. He taps on an electronic tablet in his hands.
“What are you doing?” I pant from my terror.
The first black suit ignores me and reaches for the buttons on my coat. His black gloves are slender and less bulky. He unfastens my buttons and the hold on my arms loosens as he pulls my sleeves down and off my hands. I try to take advantage of the freedom and bolt, but they pull me back before I make it to the door. My arms are pinned as my coat is handed off like the scarf.
They systematically remove my fleece jacket and shoes and socks as I cry hysterically and plead for them to stop.
They ignore me, intent on their task. Hands reach for the bottom of my long-sleeved t-shirt, lifting it up and over my chest, exposing my bra.
“No!” I scream in outrage and panic. Bile rises in my throat.
The arms holding me tighten as the shirt is lifted over my head, their hold moving up my arm to pull the shirt off. My jeans are next, and one of the black suits escapes my pummeling kicks. They push me up against the wall to hold me immobile.
I flail like a rabid animal as they strip me of my underwear and bra, leaving me naked and cold before these suited monsters. I scream until the edges of my vision turn black.
The steel panel opens and they toss me inside a small, steel, cylindrical room. Holes dimple the wall and ceiling.
The door closes before I have a chance to react to my freedom. I whip around to assess my surroundings when a mist sprays from the holes.
My screams reverberate off the metal walls, slamming my eardrums.
Goosebumps erupt as the mist turns to a spray, the liquid pelting my skin. I cover my face with my arms, and spit out the bitter fluid that shoots into my mouth.
This is it. I’ve read about this in my history book. This is like the gas chambers in concentration camps in World War II.
This is a death chamber.
Only I’m still standing, and I can still breathe, although the smell of the chemicals coating my body makes me gasp for air.
The spray stops, followed by another spray that lasts for several minutes, only to be repeated several more times. Finally, a liquid that feels and smells like stale water pours out. The trauma of the evening is too much and my rubbery legs give out. I fall to my knees in the pooling water at the bottom of the tube. When it stops, a door on the opposite side slides open. I jerk my head up, my wet stringy hair hanging in my face. A man and a woman in white uniforms, wearing facemasks, reach for my arms and lift me up and into another room. This one is just as white and sterile as the last, only slightly larger.
They wrap a sheet tightly around my body and set me in a silver metal chair next to a table in the center of the room.
The woman bends down, her gray eyes peering over the mask that covers the bottom of her face. Her short silver hair is cut in an extreme style, asymmetrical angles, but her face seems remarkably wrinkle-free given the color of her hair. “We’re going to do a medical assessment,” she says, her words muffled.
I cry in relief. It’s the first time someone has spoken since this ordeal began. “Where’s Evan?” But she ignores my question and shines a light into my eyes. The beam is blinding, and I turn my head, but the man holds me still.
“This will be much easier if you cooperate,” the woman says, her eyes as cold as her voice.
The man turns my head from side to side so she can examine my ears then nose. As the man tilts my head back, she pushes my mouth open with a flat metal stick. It occurs to me that the sheet has a dual purpose. It dries me off but keeps my arms and legs bound so I can’t fight.
She types into an electronic tablet then brings a black square box toward me. I squirm in the seat, fighting against the sheet.
“Relax.” The word is razor sharp, far from reassuring. “I’m only going to analyze your heart.” She holds it to my chest and watches the box for several seconds.
She moves back to the tablet but glances at the man. “We’ll need to repeat it later after she calms down.” She turns to the tray. “I need her arm exposed.”
He unwraps my arm and straps it to a board as the woman moves toward me with a needle attached to a clear plastic tube.
“Please,” I wail. “I didn’t do anything. I swear. Please.”
The man holds my arm still as she inserts the needle into my arm. Dark red blood flows through the tube, into a silver cylinder she attaches to the end. She attaches several tubes then pulls the needle from my arm and tosses it onto the tray. She unbinds my arm and bends it up.
The woman leaves the room with her tray as two women wearing masks enter. No one says a word, the silence plucking my jagged nerves. Both women carry bundles. One unwraps a hairbrush and runs it through my damp and tangled hair, looking through the strands and over my scalp.
“What are you doing? Don’t touch me!” I twist my head around but the woman working on my hair gently grips my cheeks in her hands. When I stop, she resumes her job.
She finishes brushing my hair and braids it down my back. The other woman unfolds a set of clothing. The man unwraps the sheet and helps me stand as the two women slip on a loose-fitting shirt and pants. His fingers press deep into my arm as he holds me in place.
The door opens and a man wearing a mask enters as the women leave. He takes my other arm and the two men lead me into another white corridor. We turn multiple corners until they stop in front of a metal panel.
A guard places his hand in front of a glass plate to the side and the door opens, revealing a small room with a bed and a chair. He shoves my back and I stumble, crashing into the opposite wall as the door closes behind me. I consider beating on the door and screaming, but it seems pointless. Instead, I climb onto the bed and look for an escape. The room is barely large enough for the cot that’s pushed against the wall and the chair in the back corner. The white walls are windowless and have only one door. The ceiling is solid, with two can lights. No escaping through panels.
Overcome with exhaustion, I curl into a ball and close my eyes, hoping when I wake up this will all be an ugly nightmare.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
WHEN I WAKE, I’m still in the tiny room. I close my eyes with a grunt of dismay and fear. Why have they locked us up and treated us like we have the Black Plague? What did Evan do?
The thought of Evan pools tears in my eyes. Where is he? What are they doing to him? I wonder if he had any idea any of this would happen.
The door slides open and a man wearing blue scrubs and a surgical mask enters, carrying a tray. The door closes behind him. His presence makes the room feel even smaller.
I jerk upright and scramble to the back corner of the bed, pulling the blanket up to my chest. “Please. Don’t hurt me. I didn’t do anything.”
He’s frozen, his eyes wide, as though my appearance frightens him. “Julia?”
He knows my name.
My chest tightens. I had hoped that this was a mistake, that they took the wrong person.
With his eyes on me, he absently places the tray on the floor. He leans forward, his eyes widening even more. “Is it really you?”
“Who are you? Why am I here? What are you doing to me?”
He sits in the chair stunned, as though my rapid-fire questions assault him. “What has he done?” His voice breaks.
“Who?” I ask. Then it hits me. “Evan? Where is he? What are you doing to him?”
He clears his throat. “Evan is fine.”
I’m pissed that he thinks I’ll just accept his answer. “You have no right to do this! No one even read me my Miranda rights.”
His blue eyes narrow in confusion. “Miranda rights?”
“I may only be sixteen, but I’m not stupid. We learned about Miranda rights in American Government. You have to tell me my rights, like my right to an attorney. And I want an attorney!”
He leans back in his chair, his eyes shiny and bloodshot.
I bend forward. My palms press into the mattress and it sinks with the shift of weight. “Are you listening to me?” A warning sounds in my head that I’m in no position to be hostile, but anger pushes me farther. “I demand that you let me call my mom!”
“I’m afraid that’s not possible.” He stands and walks to the door, his shoulders sagging. “There’s food on the tray. Eat and I’ll be in later to speak to you.”
The door slides open and he exits between two men flanking the opening. The door shuts, sending me back into isolation.
I bury my head into my pillow and cry until I’m exhausted. I’m scared and want to see my mom or at least Evan. The thought of Evan brings anger on the heels of my self-pity. Crying won’t get me out of this situation. I need a plan.
My stomach grumbles. Food might help the dull ache in my head, as well as give me strength to escape. I lift the tray onto the cot and remove the lid. The plate contains three dry beige wafers, a circular piece of what looks like pressed meat, and some green beans. An odd-shaped clear bottle of water lies next to it as well as a metal spoon. I guess they don’t trust me with a fork.
I take a bite, surprised the wafers taste like mash potatoes, but the meat is unrecognizable.
When I finish, I’m exhausted again. The pain in my head has gotten worse. I’ll lie down and close my eyes, but only for a moment.
The door slides open again and my eyes open, unsure how long I slept. The man from earlier sits in the chair next to the bed. Groggy, I feel heavy and dull-witted, like I did from the pain pills after the accident. I push myself up, sitting cross-legged with my back to the wall. I will my racing heart to slow down.
“Can you tell me your name?” he asks. His question is direct but holds a hint of compassion.
I glare. “You already know my name.”
“Could you state it anyway?”
The fogginess in my head is lifting. “Fine, Julia Marie Phillips.” I hope I look defiant despite my rising terror.
“What is your birth date?”
“November second.”
“And how old are you?”
“If I answer your questions can I go home?” To my dismay, my voice cracks.
His eyes soften. “We’re working on it.”
I sniff as a tear rolls down my cheek. I brush it away. “Sixteen.”
“And where do you live, Julia?”
“Springfield and I go to James Monroe High School.” A sob breaks loose. “Can I go home now? Please? I just want to go home.”
His gaze shifts to the wall before glancing at me again, but he doesn’t look me in the eye.
“Where’s Evan? Is he okay?”
He sighs. “Evan is fine. He’s down the hall. After you both have answered our questions, you can see him.”
Relief sweeps through me. “Thank you.”
He nods.
“Why are you all wearing those masks? Am I sick?”
“No, are you feeling ill?” He sounds genuinely concerned.
“No, but I can’t figure out why you’re wearing masks.”
“It’s for our protection as well as yours. You might have a virus or microbe we’re not used to. If you feel unwell, you need to let us know. There could also be effects from travel… so much is unknown. But we need to take all the precautions we can.”
Travel? Does he mean traveling in the back of the truck? “Where are we?”
“Springfield.”
I shake my head. “No, there’s no place like this in Springfield.”
He laughs, but it’s brittle. “You’d be surprised what might be under your nose. I’ll let you get some rest.”
“I’d rather answer all your questions so I can see Evan and go home.”
“All in due time.”
The door slides open.
“Wait!”
He turns around to face me. The two men flank the door.
“Who are you and why are you holding me here? I at least deserve to know that!”
He’s silent so long, I’m sure he’s not going to answer. “I’m Dr. Russell Whittaker. I’m in charge of this facility.”
Whittaker. Recognition widens my eyes in surprise.
His eyes crinkle with a sad smile, even though his mask covers his mouth. “Yes, I’m Evan’s father.” He walks out, the door closing behind him.
I lie back down and pull the blanket over my head. I’m scared. I miss my mom. My body aches. I want to see Evan.
Why would Evan’s father hold us prisoner? I remember Mom saying Evan’s dad worked for Simmons Industries as a scientist, but that doesn’t explain why he’s locked us up. Maybe Evan stole some classified research secret. Even if he did, it seems pretty harsh for his dad to send the police after him, and it still doesn’t explain why there were two Evans. Or why I’m here.
I want to try to figure it out, but my head hurts too badly. I decide to close my eyes for a few minutes. The next thing I know, the door opens again. A woman stands in the door with a tray.
“Good morning, Julia.”
She’s not wearing a mask. “So you’ve decided I’m germ free?”
She lifts her mouth into a half-smile. “As best as we can determine.” She sets the tray down on the cot as well as a cloth bundle. “I brought you breakfast and a change of clothes. Dr. Whittaker would like for you to meet the Committee in thirty minutes.”
“A committee? What kind of committee?”
Her smile wavers. “Dr. Whittaker will explain it all.” She leaves, even though I have a million questions.
I lift the lid to reveal a granola bar and a bottle of water. I take a bite, surprised to discover it tastes better than any granola bar I’ve ever had. After another nibble, I investigate the clothes the woman brought. White scrubs and slippers and that’s it. I find the lack of underwear and bra disconcerting.
After changing, I sit cross-legged on the bed and wait.
Why am I meeting a committee? I wonder if Evan is really okay and if I’ll see him there. My stomach flitters with nerves. Did he know this would happen?
The door opens again, and the two men stationed outside my door peer inside.
One of the men tilts his head. “If you could come with us, please.”
I rise and walk into the hall, and freedom from the tiny space lifts a weight from my shoulders. Of course, the feeling is deceptive. I’m walking between two men wearing guns who look like they’ll chase me down the moment I try to bolt.
The hair on my arms stands on end as we walk. I can’t ignore the feeling that I’m being marched to something unpleasant.
We stop in front of stainless steel elevator doors, impeccably shiny and smudge-free. The doors slide open and we enter the circular room. It reminds me of the pneumatic tubes at the bank. Mom used to tell me they were magical. The thought of my mom brings a lump to my throat and my eyes burn. Maybe she’ll be here. I’m a juvenile. They have to let me see her soon.
The doors close and I realize I’m not far off from the pneumatic tube theory; the elevator moves sideways. The sensation catches me off guard, and I stumble and grab one of the guard’s arms. He stiffens and I quickly drop my hand.
The elevator comes to a stop, and I expect the door to open but the tube rises, ascending like a traditional elevator. What is this thing?
We stop, and the doors open to a hallway painted a pale gray. I’m glad to see something other than white. Not that the gray is much of an improvement. The guards move forward with me between them. A small group of people gathers at the end of the hall.
My breath sticks in my chest. “Uh, I have to go to the bathroom.” I force out.
The guards slow down. “We have permission to let you use the facilities before you meet the Committee,” one grunts.
We move closer to the group at the end of the hall and stop outside a door. The guard hesitates, glancing at the group. “Be sure to hurry. They’re waiting for you.”
The door has a panel like my cell. “I don’t know how to open it.”
His eyebrows furrow in confusion. “How can you not know how to open the door?”
The other guard growls. “She’s shittin’ you, idiot. We don’t have time for this.” He places his hand in front of the glass panel and the door opens.
“Thanks,” I mumble as I go in. The door slides closed behind me.
The bathroom is streamlined with sleek stainless steel and high-gloss gray walls. The sinks are oval holes in the wall and the stalls are curved, tall, cylindrical tubes. Evan’s dad is a research scientist. They probably test all their new ideas here.
When I finish in the stall, I stand in front of the mirror and put my hands in the basin in the wall, but no water comes out. Instead, a purple light glows on my skin. I jerk them back in fright and the light turns off. I tentatively put one hand back in. The light glimmers again. When I decide it’s safe, I stick my other hand in. The light floods my skin in a purple glow that has no heat.
I move to the center of the room and slowly spin around, looking for a way to escape. There’s no window. The ceiling is solid like my cell, with no ceiling panels to lift up and crawl through, though I wonder if something like that is really possible. I’ve only seen it in the movies. With my luck, I’d get stuck.
As I swing my head, I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. My hair has worked loose of my braid, strands sticking out on the sides. I try to tuck them in. I don’t want to meet anyone looking like this. The more hair I stuff back in, the more that comes out. I give up and tug off the band holding the braid, unwinding the thick strands. After a quick finger comb, my reflection reveals a wavy mess, but it’s better than what was there before.
The guards bang on the door. My stomach rolls, and I wipe my sweaty palms on my pant legs. I walk to the white glass square on the wall. To my amazement, the door opens when I lift my hand in front of it.
The two guards look surprised, their eyebrows raising at my change in appearance. I walk into the hall, and they flank me as we make our way to the end of the hall, toward the congregated group. They stare as we approach, their voices turning to whispers. As we near, they split apart and we walk up to a double set of doors. I can only presume the Committee is on the other side.
The guard places his hand in front of the panel next to the door and I take a deep breath to calm my jittery nerves as the door slides open.
My heart sputters.
Three tables are lined up in a large room. Men and women sit behind them. They all look important in their uniforms and business suits. Their grave expressions allude to the seriousness of the situation. In the center of the room is an empty table and chair. Armed guards flank the doorways and stand behind the group.
The guards next to me move forward, but my feet are firmly anchored to the floor.
This isn’t real.
One of the guards nudges me with his elbow and I stumble, almost falling forward. I catch myself and take tiny steps, my breath coming in shallow pants. My fingers begin to tingle.
The guards move toward the table, bringing me along with them. My eyes grow wide with fright. Surely, they don’t want me to sit in front of this entire room full of people? The tingling in my hands creeps up my arm, and my face feels numb.
All eyes in the room follow my every step, and I pray I don’t trip. I turn to the man on my right. “There’s some mistake,” I whisper. “I don’t think I’m supposed to be here.”
His eyes narrow in irritation, and he ignores my statement.
I sit down in the single chair at the small table and try to hide my shaking hands from the room full of people, at least half of which appear to be in military uniforms with lots of medals and stripes.
I’m in serious trouble.
“Julia, we’d like to ask you some questions.” Dr. Whittaker sits at a table to my right and looks directly at me with a soft smile. Even though I’ve never seen his entire face, I know it’s him. He’s an older version of Evan.
To my irritation, my eyes tear up. “I don’t understand why I’m here.”
“I know. We’ll explain it all to you. First, I want you to know that you’re not in any trouble. We just want to ask you questions.”
I nod even though the armed guards at all the exits seem to give a different message.
I glance around the room and my heart drops to my toes. I hated giving speeches in oral communications, and now I’m expected to speak to some intimidating figures.
I find Evan sitting in the back corner, pale and wide-eyed. He gives me an encouraging smile.
I heave a sigh of relief. He’s okay.
“Julia, could you tell us what country you live in?” Dr. Whittaker asks.
“The United States of America.”
A few of the people at the tables lean into each other and whisper.
“And how many states compose the United States.”
This has to be a trick question or they’re testing my mental stability. This reminds me of the things the nurses asked when I came out of my coma. “Fifty, and a couple of territories.” I’m proud of my answer. Most people would have said fifty.
A loud murmur races through the room and I look up in confusion.
“Julia,” Dr. Whittaker’s voice rises to be heard over the buzz in the room. “Can you tell me who is President?”
“President Barack Obama.”
A man sitting at a table to my right scowls. “How can we be sure that this isn’t some kind of prank?”
In the very center of the tables, a woman with dark auburn hair watches me with wary eyes. The fine wrinkles on her forehead and the corners of her mouth crinkle as she frowns and clears her throat. “Miss Phillips is our guest here and we will treat her accordingly.” She wears a pink tweed suit and skirt. I notice how pale she appears, how pale everyone is. Maybe I’m in a room full of vampires.
“I don’t understand what’s going on.” I whisper.
Dr. Whittaker’s eyes soften and he gives me a sad smile. “I know.” He leans forward and looks at the woman who just spoke. “Mrs. President, could we please take a short recess and fill this poor girl in on what’s going on? I know everyone is eager for answers, but she’s scared half to death. Finding out in a room full of people is inhumane.”
Her lips pucker, showing her annoyance. “I’m not really sure why this hasn’t already been addressed.”
“She’s been unconscious for twenty-four hours, Mrs. President.”
Twenty-four hours?
She inclines her head with a slight nod. “A short recess is granted, but I insist on being present.”
“Of course.”
She rises and four uniformed guards move behind her. I stand when Dr. Whittaker does, my own guards flanking my sides. Somehow, I suppose our guards serve different purposes.
We leave the room, Dr. Whittaker leading the way, with me and Mrs. President behind. A couple other people complete our entourage. I can’t help but wonder what she’s president of. The research company?
He takes us into a room with several chairs and motions for me to sit. I do so with gratitude, knowing that my nervous, shaky legs won’t hold out much longer. Dr. Whittaker sits next to me and looks into my face.
“Julia, Evan said he didn’t tell you where he was bringing you.”
I try to calm down so I can answer, but it still comes out breathless. “No, he just said he was going home.”
“Yet you came, not knowing where you were going?”
“He said Monica was alive. That if I came with him, I could see her.”
He looks confused then closes his eyes with a heavy sigh. “Of course. I see.”
“I don’t.” The woman he referred to as Mrs. President sounds irritated. “Please enlighten me.”
He ignores her and his eyes open, full of compassion. “Monica’s dead in your world. And you’re alive.”
“Yes.” Why is he stating the obvious? Why did he say your world?
Dr. Whittaker glances up at the president. “If you could indulge me for another minute.” He leans forward. “There’s really no easy way to explain this, so I’m just going to come out and say it. Evan is from another world, an alternate universe to yours, and he brought you back with him.”
I wait for him to laugh, to crinkle his eyes because of his joke, but he remains deadly serious.
I burst into laughter.
The woman shudders. “This is not funny.”
“This is a joke, right?” I gasp trying to catch my breath in between giggles.
“I’m afraid not.”
My laughter slows. “But that’s impossible, it’s so Star Trekky.”
“I’m sorry, I suspect that’s a cultural reference we’re not familiar with.”
My eyes bug in disbelief. “You can’t be serious. Star Trek has been around for forty or fifty years.”
A man in the corner bends over his electronic tablet, an anxious look on his face.
“Interesting.” Mrs. President says with mild disinterest.
I narrow my eyes. “You’re telling me you’ve never heard of Star Trek? What about Star Wars?”
He slowly shakes his head.
“None of you have?” I look around the room at the blank stares. “That’s impossible.”
“I’m afraid that’s not the last impossible thing you’ll hear today.” Dr. Whittaker takes my hand. “You asked where you were and I told you Springfield, yet you said it wasn’t like your Springfield. You’re right. It’s not.”
He takes a deep breath. “Evan said your history book discussed the Cuban Missile Crisis. In your world, it was averted.” He waits for my confirmation.
I nod, a lump of dread rising, filling my lungs until I want to gasp for breath.
“In our world, it occurred. Over three-fourths of the population of the earth was annihilated by the nuclear bombs, the fallout, and subsequent starvation and illness. ”
“That’s impossible,” I whisper.
He shakes his head, pursing his lips. “I wish it were.”
My mouth gapes in disbelief.
“The United States still exists, but it’s different. There are ten states now, but they’re called regions, the ten areas that survived those first few years of nuclear winter and starvation.”
“But how is all this possible?” I point around the room. “This is more advanced than anything we have.” Everything here is like the future.
“That was fifty years ago.” He pauses. “We survived. We learned how to grow food in our new environment. From what Evan tells me, our science is vastly more developed than yours.”
“But what does all of this have to do with me? How did I get here?”
He grimaces. “The radiation from the nuclear explosions created hot spots where quark activity is extremely erratic. Quarks are sub-atomic particles, and we theorize these areas might have weakened the barrier between universes. I’ve been working on a device to bridge the barrier.”
It all sounds like scientific mumbo-jumbo. “But—”
“Six months ago, the Julia Phillips from our world was in a car accident. She and her best friend Monica were driving on a road out of town.” He stares into my eyes. “She died.”
I try to hold back my tears. This isn’t real. This isn’t happening.
“She died and Monica lived. Julia was Evan’s girlfriend. They loved each other since they were children. Evan was devastated and could barely function. Then we discovered the site of the accident was a weak spot, which explained an object found in the wreckage.” He takes an electronic tablet from the man taking notes. The screen contains a picture. “Do you know what this is?”
A picture of a phone fills the screen. “It’s an iPhone. It’s a cell phone and an MP3 player.”
He holds the tablet against his chest. “We don’t have anything like that here, which we found odd, and when we examined it. I was startled to find this.” He touches the tablet and hands it back. It has a photo of the iPhone with a photo of Monica and me on the screen.
I gasp and nearly drop the tablet. It’s my phone.
“You can imagine our shock as well. After careful analysis we determined there had been a breach in the barrier and this crossed over to our world. Somehow, as impossible as it seems, you both were in the same road at the same time. We now know the bracelet crossed over to yours.”
I nod.
“Do you know of anything else that crossed?”
“No.” I rub the spot it would normally hang from. “But there were other weird things. Like I could draw when I couldn’t before, and I had memories of the accident, only in my memories I was the one who died.” I take a deep breath. This must all be a very bad dream.
He paces for several seconds. “The Julia here was a gifted artist.” He exhales, heavy with emotion. “Some people think moments of déjà vu are really our consciousness connecting with ourselves in another universe. It’s possible that during the accident, which happened at the same time in both worlds at the spot with the weakened barrier, the consciousness of our Julia connected with you.”
“Is that possible?” Mrs. President asks. I suddenly wonder if she’s president of more than the company.
Dr. Whittaker shrugs. “Who knows? It’s all been hypothesis and theory until now.”
“I also drew things, things I didn’t know I was drawing, like Evan’s name and another name, Reece, and a Celtic love knot.”
He looks grim. “The Julia in our world designed a love knot for Evan and made it into a necklace that she always wore.”
That explains what he was wearing. It was her necklace. “And the bracelet?”
“A gift he gave to her for her sixteenth birthday.”
My eyes sink closed with the enormity of the situation. The room’s spinning.
“I still don’t understand how this girl,” Mrs. President points to me with an angry jab, “got here in the first place. How did this happen?”
Dr. Whittaker’s face pales. “Evan. He heard me mention the breach in the barrier about a month ago. He realized that there was a possibility that Julia was alive in the other universe.”
“How could he have gone there and no one realized what he’d done until they appeared in the road two nights ago? What kind of security—or lack of it—do you have here?”
Two nights? I’ve been here two days.
He cringes. “We’re still trying to figure that out ourselves. He had to have an accomplice to wipe out the security breach on the computer system. The area is surrounded by guards, but he swears he acted alone.”
“Can we do this again? Send someone to the other universe?” she asks. “Can we bring people or objects back?”
“Well, in theory, yes. But we have yet to discover the ramifications.”
“I’d like to speak to you alone, Dr. Whittaker.”
“Of course.”
She walks to the door and he follows.
“Wait.” I call out.
He turns.
“Can I see Evan now?” I convince myself if I see Evan he’ll straighten this all out. He’ll tell me it’s a stupid joke, and I’ll go home.
He pauses as if unsure. “Yes.” He turns to one of the guards. “Have someone bring Evan to see her.”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
I CROSS AND uncross my legs, fidgeting from anxious jitters. Any moment, Evan will walk through the door and I’m not sure what to say. My emotions vacillate from rage to relief, and I’m not sure which one to follow. Staring at the unfamiliar room reminds me of where I am and this unbelievable situation. Anger rises up, demanding attention. I can’t believe he brought me here without telling me where here was. I’ll rip him apart for what he’s put me through.
But when Evan stands in the doorway, his mouth contorts with worry before his eyes land on me. All my fury slips away. The look of love and despair shatters my anger, leaving only my fear. I run to him and throw my arms around his neck.
“Julia,” he breathes into my ear as he wraps his arms around my back. “I’ve been so worried about you.”
I cry into his neck.
He strokes my hair. “Shh… I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. My dad’s going to make this right. It’s going to be okay.”
He feels so strong and reassuring I believe that everything will be okay. My life felt hopeless before and Evan changed all that. He can do it again.
I tilt my head back, scanning his face for reassurance.
His lips press into a thin line of worry and his finger wipes my tears.
“Are you sure? Are you sure everything will be okay?”
He nods and his lips brush my forehead, lingering for a moment. “Yes. Dad’ll make sure it is.”
We sit in the chairs, side by side. His arm wraps around my waist and pulls my body into his. I lay my head in the crook of his shoulder. Just being next to him makes me feel better.
“You scared me.” He gives my waist a squeeze. “Dad said you slept for almost twenty-four hours straight and then for another six. I only slept twelve, about the same as when I crossed over the first time.”
When I crossed over… could this really all be true? “Why would I sleep so long?”
“Dad thinks it’s hard on our bodies. It’s massive stress on an atomic level. Our cells have to repair themselves and it makes us weak and tired. You might have slept longer because you’re smaller.”
“Oh,” I say as though it makes perfect sense when it all seems like perfect nonsense. I close my eyes. The steady rhythm of his breath reassures me, but not enough. “But all of this can’t be true. Not really. This is a joke, right?” I look up into his face, pleading, “Please tell me this is a joke.”
His eyes pinch closed in anguish.
I curl my fingers into his shoulder as the room blackens. My chest heaves as my lungs inhale, and I concentrate on staying conscious. After several seconds, my equilibrium returns.
“I’m sorry,” he simply says.
Too stunned to know how to respond, I say nothing.
“I didn’t know this would happen. I swear. I didn’t even plan on bringing you back.”
Nausea rolls in the pit of my stomach. “Evan, why did you come to my world?”
He arches his neck to look down into my face. His eyes fill with tears. “I had to see you again.”
A sharp pain pierces my heart, as though he’s drilled it with an ice pick. Even so, his answer doesn’t surprise me. Of course, that’s why he came. “But I’m not her. I’m not your Julia.”
He shakes his head slowly. “You’re more her than you realize.”
I shrink away from him in horror and dismay.
Does he think I’m her? Does he like me for me? He loved the Julia of this world so he came and sought me out. But I’m not her. I’m me. How dare he come and screw up my life. Anger percolates, and I want to knock the crap out of him, but I look into his face. Pain and grief fill his eyes, his mouth is taut.
“I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you. I lost you once. I won’t let anything happen to you again, I swear.”
He lost the Julia of his world, and he loved her with an intensity I don’t even pretend to understand. If I were given the opportunity to see Monica again, wouldn’t I take it?
Didn’t I?
My emotions battle, each vying for its right to take control. He screwed with my life, but he did it out of love. Even if the person he was looking for isn’t me. I remind myself his love is for her. His feelings for me aren’t real. But he’s my anchor in this horror of the unknown, and I’m desperate for something to hang onto. Right or wrong, I need him. “What happens now?”
He releases a shaky sigh and places his hands over mine. “They want to know about your world.”
“Why?”
“Why?” he sounds incredulous. “Because they know nothing about it. Because your world hasn’t been destroyed by nuclear war. Because your world has an excess of food, entertainment, violence, everything. No one has ever crossed over before. They’re dying with curiosity.”
I suppose that makes sense, but it doesn’t explain armed guards. “Are we in trouble?”
His fingers lace through mine. “You’re not, but I most likely am. I’m sure to be campused for a month.”
“Campused?”
“Our version of grounding.”
I shake my head in amazement. “Really? That’s hard to believe. You crossed over to another universe without permission and brought me back. It seems like a big deal.”
“My dad’s in charge of this whole place. He’s pretty mad and I’ll be campused, but that’s it.” There’s a hint of arrogance in his voice. For a brief moment, he reminds me of the Evan in my world.
I don’t see how he can take this so lightly. Surely, he saw the same grumpy-looking officials in that room, not to mention the armed guards at the doors. A nagging worry burrows in my stomach, yet his confidence soothes my anxiety a bit. This is Evan’s world, not mine. He knows better than me.
A minute later the door opens and Dr. Whittaker fills the opening. “Julia, we need you to come back to address the Committee. A lot of people are eager for answers.”
“Okay.” My stomach twists in knots.
“I want to sit with her.” Evan’s grip on my hand tightens.
The warmth seeping into my palm fills me with reassurance. My eyes plead with Dr. Whittaker.
With a sigh, he rubs his eyes before lowering his hand to his side. Worry lines wrinkle his forehead, as if the decision has aged him ten years. “Fine, I’ll clear it with the Committee. You might be able to provide answers, too.”
We walk back to the room, Evan’s fingers clinging to mine like a lifeline. My stomach rolls and I’m close to barfing. I swallow the bile that rises and take several breathes through my mouth.
Evan leans down to my ear. “Are you okay?”
I nod, afraid to speak. I have to get a hold of myself.
When we reach the door, Dr. Whittaker enters the room, leaving Evan and me in the hall with guards. My eyes can’t help but rest on the weapons attached to their belts. They remind me this isn’t a casual Q and A session, in spite of Evan’s insistence. I have no idea what they will ask or what they will do if I can’t answer their questions.
The door opens, and Evan’s father beckons us in. Someone has moved another chair to the table.
I slide into the hard seat, shifting my bottom self-consciously while twenty sets of eyes watch my every move. My mouth dries and I try to swallow.
Dr. Whittaker sits. “Julia, we’re all going to take turns asking you questions.”
I struggle to find the breath to answer. “Okay.”
“Could you state your name and age and place of residence?”
My gaze flicks to Evan, then Dr. Whittaker. I know this is a formality, but it seems like a trick question. “Julia Philips. I’m sixteen and live in Springfield, Missouri.”
The Committee members stir in their seats, a few murmuring to each other. An anxious feeling spreads through my chest.
A woman sitting at a small table to the side appears to write down what I just said.
Dr. Whittaker turns to the woman taking notes. “For the record, that would be the present-day Midcentral region.” He glances at me with a soft smile. ”Thank you, Julia. Now let me introduce the members of the Committee.”
He begins at one end and starts naming the people sitting at the table. The first two are obviously military officers from their uniforms, but I’m unprepared when Dr. Whittaker introduces them as generals in the Army and Air Force. They frown and purse their lips, watching me cautiously, as though I’m about to tell them I brought the zombie apocalypse with me. The fact that I can make military generals nervous is frightening.
Next are representatives to the regions of Midwest, Southeast and Midcentral. Apparently the regions no longer have state names. After that, several cabinet members for security and intelligence are introduced.
These people are powerful and intimidating. And they’re here to speak to me. I rub my palms together in my lap trying to dispel some nervous energy. Evan senses my fear and gently places his hand on mine, stilling the movement.
In the middle is the woman Dr. Whittaker called Mrs. President. Her face reveals her impatience as she looks down her nose with a frown. Every nerve I have is on edge waiting to hear what she is president of.
“Martha Stanfield, President of the United Regions of America.”
She gives me a barely perceptible nod as Dr. Whittaker moves on, introducing the Vice President, several more military personnel and a handful of scientists. But my mind remains stuck on her title, Dr. Whittaker’s introduction echoing in my head. President. I’m sitting in front of the president of what used to be the United States, and she looks like she’d rather skin me alive and be done with it.
Dr. Whittaker clears his throat. “We’re going to take turns asking questions now. You may or may not know the answers, just answer the best that you can.”
I nod, wishing I had a glass of water.
One of the generals speaks first. “How did your world avert the nuclear war following the Cuban Missile Crisis?”
Why didn’t I pay attention in history class? “I’m not sure, exactly. I just read about in my history textbook.”
His heavy jowls shake as his head tosses in astonishment. “The greatest devastation to befall humankind in the history of the world, and you just read about it in a textbook?”
Dr. Whittaker leans forward and looks down to the other end of the table. “General Ghertner, the nuclear destruction didn’t occur in her world. For her, it would simply be a story in a history book, like the American Revolution or the Civil War are to us.”
“General Ghertner, if I may,” Evan interjects. He grips my hand then releases it, neatly folding both of his on the table. “I studied this while I was there.”
The general frowns but nods. “Well, go on then.”
Evan tells them what happened after the Cuban Missile Crisis, how Kennedy and Khrushchev came to an agreement and averted a nuclear war. He then goes on to explain the end of the Cold War.
The Committee takes turns asking more questions about the history of my world. Evan provides many of the answers and I add what I know, which is embarrassingly little. I explain the horror of 9/11, which they don’t seem to grasp. I don’t suppose the World Trade Center had been built before their nuclear war. Not to mention, the destruction of two skyscrapers and the death of five thousand people pales in comparison to the annihilation of three-fourths of the population.
They find the fact we have evaded a nuclear war during the past fifty years astonishing, which given their circumstances, I find understandable. I wish I had more answers to give them. I wish I’d paid more attention in history.
“What type of weapons does the military have in your world?” another military officer asks.
My mouth drops open. “Um,” I look over at Evan, pleading for his help. “I’m not really into army things.”
The officer’s eyes widen. “You’re not into army things?”
“If I may…” Evan interrupts.
I close my eyes with a sigh of relief.
Evan tells them about tanks, helicopters, and missiles and I wonder how he had time to learn all of his. How long did he live in my world?
Several hours later, I’m exhausted and thirsty. Dr. Whittaker calls for a break, and Evan and I are led back to the small room. Someone brings us a tray of food, which consists of more wafers and other unrecognizable items. The woman leaves Evan and me alone.
He waves an orange circular wafer. “Now you see what I meant when I said I was going to miss fast food.”
“I thought you were crazy.”
He stuffs it into his mouth. “Maybe I was crazy to come back.” Crumbs fly out while he talks.
“Did you plan to come back?”
A wry smile twists his mouth. “I always planned to come back, and then when I got to your world… I wasn’t so sure.”
“Why?”
His face beams with tenderness. “First and foremost, you. Just to see you…was the best gift ever.” His voice trails off and he bites his lip. “But I also found your world fascinating, the freedom, the choices, even if they were overwhelming. All my life I’ve been told what to do and who I’m to be. My father is a national figure, a highly respected research scientist, which holds the same fascination sports figures do in your world. Scientists are our world’s heroes. People expect me to be like him.”
“Do you want to be?”
He pauses. “Yes, but I want the freedom to make that choice, you know?”
I nod and cover his hand with mine. He curls his fingers over mine as I study his face. “Tell me about her.”
His hand stills and his eyes widen in shock. “You want to know?”
“Yeah, I want to know more about a girl who would make you go to another universe to see her again.”
His bottom lip trembles as he smiles. “We knew each other since we were kids, like I told you in the library that day. My story was about her.” He gets a faraway look in his eyes. “I don’t know, there was just something about her that wrapped around my heart. She was sweet, and not just to the people she loved, to everyone. People knew they could go to her if they needed advice or someone to listen. She was so different from Monica sometimes it was hard to believe they were such good friends. Julia was always the voice of reason. And her laugh…” he looks at me. “When she laughed . . .” he sighs and lowers his voice. “I miss her laugh.”
I squeeze his hand, disheartened. She doesn’t sound like me at all. Especially who I am now. She and I shared the same DNA, yet we’re so different. I think I used to be like her before my life changed. My impulsiveness, my spontaneity are gone, replaced by a fear of living. Is this encrypted into my genetic code or shaped by forces I encounter? Or perhaps it’s a combination of both. Who’s to say whether she might have become more like me if she had lost Monica, or Evan?
He looks at me with his unwavering love. “Your laugh is just like hers.”
Sadness washes over me for his loss. At least he’s tried to hold on to his Julia. I’ve gotten so lost in my grief I’ve started to forget who Monica was. His words come back to me, and the hairs on my neck stand on end. “What do you mean ‘so different than Monica’? How was Monica different?”
He looks sheepish. “Well, you know she can be really self-centered at times. Sometimes you can’t tell how she really feels, like she’s playing a game, playing it safe until she figures out the winning side. She really hates to lose at anything, but it’s not really her fault. Her mother is driven. She’s advanced through the political ranks and has an image to uphold. She has very high expectations of Monica. I feel sorry for her sometimes.”
My chest squeezes. “That doesn’t sound like my Monica at all. Mine was more like your Julia, always smiling, always happy.”
His mouth twists. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make her sound bad. Part of it is that she seemed to recover after your, I mean Julia’s, death faster than the rest of us. I resented her for that so it clouds my opinion. Sometimes I’ve wondered if she really was her friend. But I also know people grieve differently.”
I think about his words, unsure of what to say.
“She’s good too,” he finally says. “She can be a lot of fun and she’s really helped Reece since Julia’s death.”
We sit in silence and I try to sort through my confusion. I eat several of the small orange wafers and decide to change the subject. “Why do they taste like carrots? Why not just serve carrots?”
His shoulders relax. “Because carrots don’t have as long of a shelf life as wafers. They can take the carrots and process them to last longer and add a filler to curb our hunger. They also add vitamins to keep us healthy. We can’t grow crops here like in your world. We live in constant drought. Food is rationed.”
I can’t imagine living in a world of rationed food, but if they have difficulty growing it, it makes perfect sense. Evan must have been overwhelmed with the choices he faced in my world.
“I’m really going to miss your food.” He picks up another wafer and takes a bite.
The door opens and his father enters. Dr. Whittaker looks tired, dark circles under his eyes. He wears a sad smile I’ve become familiar with. “You’re doing great, Julia. Thank you for your honesty and patience.”
I laugh nervously. “I wish I’d paid more attention in school now.”
He waves it off with a flick of his hand. “You’re sixteen, not a history scholar. Between you and Evan, we’re learning more than we could have imagined. Next, they’ll ask you about electronics and current communication. You have five more minutes.”
He walks out and I grimace. “I’m not sure what I know about electronics and communications. What exactly do they want to know?”
Evan shrugs. “You know, your phones, television, music, computers, that kind of stuff.”
My stomach tightens. “I don’t know much about that.”
“You probably know more than you think. Besides, I studied as much as I could while I was there.”
“How long exactly were you there?” But I already trace it back to his disappearance. Everyone said he changed after that.
“Two weeks. I left in the middle of the night because it was easier to evade all the guards. I ended up on the road in your world and figured the layout of Springfield was probably the same as ours. But when I landed in the road, I could barely move, so I made it into the woods and found an old shed and decided to take a nap. I woke up twelve hours later.”
“You could have frozen to death.” I try to remember how cold it had been that week.
He shrugs. “I had a warm coat and a thermal blanket. Besides, I’m used to the cold. The temperature is colder here. I spent the next day investigating your town and finding the Evan in your world. My goal was to see you, and I thought Evan would be your boyfriend. I was really surprised when he wasn’t. That Sarah is a bitch by the way.”
“Duh.”
“I hated pretending to be her boyfriend, but people already noticed that I was different. I needed to keep some things the same.” He shudders. “After football practice, I found him in the school parking lot and convinced him to take me for a drive. He was pretty surprised to see me and I have to admit, it was weird for me too, but I was prepared for it. He wasn’t. I told him I was the Ghost of Christmas Future and it was my job to drive him to the shed. I convinced him to stay there.”
“You did not tell him you were the Ghost of Christmas Future.”
He shrugs with a wicked grin.
“And there’s no way he’d agree to just go with you.”
“Okay, so he didn’t agree, but he was asleep so he didn’t do much arguing.”
My eyes widen in surprise.
“I brought sedatives with me. As a precaution. After I quizzed him about his parents, his school schedule, and anything else I could think of, I knocked him out and left him in the shed.”
I suck in my breath. “You drugged me, too. That day in the cemetery. Why?”
He cringes and rubs his face. “I was worried about you and followed you there. But I’d figured out that the Evan in your world didn’t have anything to do with you, so I was concerned that you’d think I was a stalker, just turning up out of nowhere. So I drugged you and took you home. I wanted you to be safe, but I didn’t want to blow any chances of being with you.”
I remain silent for a moment, remembering that afternoon. “You took over Evan’s life. Why would you do that?”
His eyebrows raise. “Why? To see you, and being him seemed like the best way. That was the whole reason for my coming.” His voice lowers and he grabs my hand. “To see you.”
The enormity of his words sinks in. He risked everything to come find me. “How did the police find out?”
Evan frowns. “I took him food twice a day. I was so upset over what happened with you in the choir room, I didn’t make sure he was secure enough. I got careless and he escaped.”
The door slides open and a woman peers in. “Time.”
Evan pulls me up. “Let’s go.”
We walk down the hall, Evan holding my hand, but I’m unsettled, every nerve ending on edge. He went through so much to see me, only he wasn’t looking for me. He was looking for someone who no longer exists. My head swims with confusion.
We spend four more hours answering questions about everything from music to movies, television and electronics. Evan knows more than I do, explaining how some of the electronics in our world worked. Apparently, he took apart the other Evan’s iPod and computer.
The Committee takes turns asking questions, and by time we’re done, my voice is gone.
They adjourn and say we’ll resume the next day. I can’t imagine what else they have to ask.
“Medicine, sports, weapons… they’ve only just begun,” Dr. Whittaker says as we walk back to the rooms we’re being held in.
“I don’t know anything about any of those things.”
“That’s okay. What you do know will be helpful.”
Evan holds my hand, explaining to his dad how the elevators in my world differ from his. Dr. Whittaker watches him with sad eyes, yet a tiny smile lifts his lips. Evan seems oblivious to his father’s mood, enthusiastically describing other differences.
The armed guards accompanying us dampen any enthusiasm I might muster over anything.
When we reach the floor where we’re sequestered, Evan stops. “I thought we were going to your office. Why aren’t we going home? Julia’s awake now, and you’re not worried anymore that we have some rogue virus.”
Dr. Whittaker rubs his forehead. “Evan, we can’t let Julia go yet. So much about her is unknown. Until the Committee determines whether she’s friend or foe, she has to stay under guard.”
Evan runs a hand through his hair in frustration. “That’s stupid.”
“Evan, you have to stay too,” Dr Whittaker says, grief heavy in his words.
Fear fills Evan’s eyes. “Why?”
“I keep telling you. You made a serious error in judgment. A lot of high officials are upset by what you’ve done, although I’ve been working on a way to turn this around to our advantage.” He gives Evan a gentle push to continue walking. “The best thing you both can do is to keep doing as well as you have. You’re providing a lot of excellent information. Keep it up and you’ll prove your worth.”
“Prove our worth?” Evan’s voice rises and bounces off the stiff white walls. “What does that mean?”
Dr. Whittaker puts his hand on his son’s shoulder. They stand about the same height and look eye to eye. “It means keep doing what you’re doing. Make them grateful you broke the rules.”
He moves forward again and stops at a door, lifting his hand so it opens. “I’ll be back first thing in the morning, but tonight you have to stay here.”
Evan pales as he swallows. “Dad…”
“If there was any way around this, I would do it. Please, just trust me.”
“Can Julia and I at least stay together?”
Dr. Whittaker shakes his head slowly. “No.”
Evan starts to enter the room then turns around and pulls me into an embrace. “It’s going to be okay, Julia. I told you Dad will get us out of this.”
I nod into his chest, not sure whom he’s convincing. If it’s me, it hasn’t worked very well.
“I’ll see you tomorrow.” He releases me and goes into his room.
“Good night, Evan,” Dr. Whittaker says, his voice breaking.
Evan sits on the edge of the bed, facing the wall and ignoring his father as the door shuts.
We walk to my room in silence. Finally, I clear my throat. “Give him time. He’s hurt. I know he still loves you.”
His lips twist into a smile. “I keep trying to instill the seriousness of the situation, but he refuses to listen.”
“He thinks the world of you. He’s sure you’ll get him out.”
His eyebrows lift with his nervous laugh. “I only hope I can.”
We stop in front of my door.
“And what about me?” I ask while I still have the courage to hear the answer.
His grey eyes flood with tears. He’s quiet so long I’m sure he’s not going to answer. “You know, the Julia from our world practically lived at our house. I knew her so well I could tell if something upset her by the way she pulled at her hair. Or when she had a secret, her mouth would lift a little higher on one side than the other.
“When she died, Evan wasn’t the only one devastated.” His voice breaks and a tear falls down his cheek. “I understand why he did what he did. Julia was such a joy that when she died, part of us died with her.” He pauses. “Julia was like a daughter to me.”
A lump forms in my throat. “I’m not her.”
“I know. I only wish Evan did.”
“You still didn’t answer my question. What about me?”
He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “Let’s not worry about that right now.”
My breath sticks in my chest and I almost accept his answer. Almost. But the thought of spending the night alone with questions and doubts proves daunting. “I have nothing else to think about but the worry.” I grab his hand in a desperate clutch. “Dr. Whittaker, you said the Julia here was like a daughter to you so please, just for a moment, pretend I’m her. Wouldn’t she deserve an answer? Wouldn’t she deserve to know?” The end comes out as a whine, but I don’t care.
He swallows as his lip trembles and I know.
I know.
“Tell me.”
“Julia…”
“You can’t send me back because I know too much about your world.”
He looks away. “It’s a security risk.”
I nod, even though he can’t see it. It’s more for myself, the further confirmation, even though inside I’m splintering into tiny pieces.
“Evan didn’t know what he was doing when he brought you here. It was impulsive and impetuous and…”
“It’s okay.”
He turns back to face me and slowly shakes his head. “It’s not.”
I know that, too. But I can’t bring myself to ask him to expand on it.
“But keep doing what you’re doing. You’re providing vast amounts of information we never dreamed of getting, at least right now. Prove to them they need you around.”
I nod, on the verge of breaking down. I need to be alone. “Good night, Dr. Whittaker.”
The door opens and I go inside, the door sliding closed as I hear him say, “Good night.”
I take comfort in the fact that he doesn’t say goodbye.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
LATER THE NEXT morning, I try to stifle a yawn as Evan answers questions about fossil fuel consumption. The terror that nipped at my nerves during the first few hours of questioning has worn off, leaving only exhaustion after crying half the night. I stare into the faces of the men and women at the tables, wondering who will be the one. Who will decide my life is expendable, that I’m no longer necessary?
Evan sits beside me, quieter today, less confident. The gravity of our situation has settled in, although I still suspect he hasn’t considered that mine is worse. Not that I blame him. He truly believes his dad can fix everything.
Six months ago, I felt that way about my dad, too.
They ask question after question, and I answer as though my life depends on it, which I suppose it does. I systematically pick out faces in the Committee. The interested, whose eager faces listen to our answers with rapt attention. The bored, who look like their time has been wasted. The angry, though the reason for their anger is a mystery. The president falls into this category.
She picks lint from her jacket and looks up. We lock gazes and her eyebrow lifts slightly, barely perceptible. Fury burns in her eyes. I glance down at my hands on the table to break contact.
Even so, I fear the disinterested the most. The angry are looking for blood; the disinterested simply don’t care.
“I think perhaps we should take a break.” Dr. Whittaker says.
I stand and thrust out my chin, refusing to show any sign of weakness. Yet, I worry I’ll appear arrogant. It’s a tricky balance. Do I look self-confident or do I go for helpless? In the end, I’m not sure it even matters.
Dr. Whittaker talks to some committee members as Evan and I pass. His gaze searches me out and he gives me a reassuring smile.
When the door shuts behind us in our private room from yesterday, Evan pulls me into a hug. “I’m sorry.”
“About what?” My mind is still on General Ghertner, who glared most of the morning. He looks old enough to have been alive during the nuclear war. I can only imagine the resentment he feels, that our world escaped the atrocities his endured.
“About putting you through all of this. When we’re done, I’ll show you what my world is really like. It’s not like this, I swear. Maybe we’ll be done today and I can take you home, my house I mean. We still need to figure out how to re-introduce you to society.”
I stare into his eyes with disbelief, realizing he really thinks we are both going to leave. I sit down in a chair.
“Aren’t you tired of sitting?”
“Yes, but I don’t want to just stand either. I’d rather walk. Can we take a walk outside?”
He hesitates. “Well, I know there’s a covered walkway we could walk under, but I doubt they’ll let us.”
“A covered walkway?”
“It’s not safe to walk in the sun.”
“Why not?”
“The ozone layer has thinned. The UV light can burn you in a matter of minutes.”
“You’re kidding.”
“I wish I was. I really liked that part of your world too. That I could be outside in the sunshine.”
That explains why everyone is so pale. I close my eyes. “Your world is so damaged.”
He sits next to me. “It could be worse.” I feel the warmth of his leg next to mine and it fills me with reassurance, even if it’s false. I’ll take what I can get.
I open my eyes with a grimace. “It could be better.”
He shrugs. “It is what it is.”
I envy his nonchalance, the way he can accept that his world is less than perfect yet not begrudge that mine is untouched.
He takes the lid off a tray revealing more wafers. I’m sick of wafers.
I shift in my seat. Anxiety tickles the back of my neck and makes me squirmy. “You didn’t have that attitude after Julia died. You didn’t accept it and say it is what it is.” Irritation bleeds through my words.
Confusion flashes across his face, before it’s replaced with anger. “What did my dad say to you?”
“I’m not her. Haven’t you figured that out yet?” I raise my voice and the hurt in his eyes almost makes me regret my lack of control.
He leans forward, resting his elbows on his thighs. “Yes, of course I realize that, Julia. You’re different than her.” His eyes burn with anger. “She would have never let everyone at school belittle her.”
His judgment stokes my anger. “You have no idea what I went through.”
He laughs, a bitter sound that sounds wrong coming from him. “You’d be surprised how much I know.”
I shove his chest with my splayed hands. “Really? Did you have to live with the guilt of killing your best friend, knowing that you’re the reason she’s dead?”
He stands and stiffens his shoulders, his pupils dilating with his anger. “No, but I understand what it’s like to live with the guilt of knowing I could have stopped her from going, and I didn’t. I just let her go.”
“Where was she going? Why would you stop her?”
“She was going to meet him.” He spits out then collapses into his chair. He grabs his head in his hands. “She was going to meet him.”
“Who?” But as soon as I ask I already know.
Reece.
I spin around and begin to pace. It all makes sense. Evan’s name. Reece’s name. Evan saying Reece was trouble. The Julia of this world was caught between the two.
“It’s not what you think.” He sounds defensive.
I turn around to face him, my anger doused by his pain. “Does it really matter?”
“It does to me. She loved me. She was going to tell him that she wanted me.” His chin trembles.
“It’s okay, Evan.” I sit beside him and place my hand on his. For once, I’m the comforter. “I know she loved you.”
He begins to cry. I wrap my arms around him and he pulls me into a hug, burying his face into my neck.
“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry I’ve done this to you.” He cries into my hair.
“I know.”
He sits up, his face hard with anger and determination. “I’m going to make this right.”
It’s the first time since we’ve come here that he hasn’t said his dad would.
“I know, Evan.” My heart aches. I wonder if he knows the real danger. If I should tell him. I can’t bring myself to do it. He has enough guilt to live with, and it won’t do any good. It’s not martyrdom. It’s self-preservation. As long as I ignore the possibility of my impending death, I don’t have to face the reality of it.
And that’s when the panic attack hits. My heart pulses out of control.
The door opens and a woman with a friendly smile pokes her head in. “They’re ready for you now.”
I begin to wheeze, clutching at the top of my shirt.
“Julia?” Evan’s frantic voice is in my ear.
The woman’s mouth forms an O as her eyes widen in alarm.
I try to breathe in and out, slow breaths, but my chest refuses to listen as tears spring to my eyes.
“Get my dad!” Evan shouts, panic in his voice.
The woman disappears.
“Julia, what’s wrong? Can you talk?”
I want to answer, but my lungs refuse to cooperate.
“Julia!”
Sweat beads on the back of my neck. My heart beats so hard and fast I’m sure Evan can hear it.
Dr. Whittaker appears with two other people who rush to my side.
“What happened?” he asks, pulling Evan out of the way.
“She was fine then she couldn’t breathe.”
“Panic attack.” I mouth. My head is so dizzy, unconsciousness is close behind.
The man and woman pull me on the floor and try to push my shoulders to the floor. The thought of lying down sounds more suffocating. I slap their hands away and I look at Dr. Whittaker, my eyes pleading for him to make them stop.
“Give her a very mild sedative,” he orders. “Not enough to knock her out, just enough to take her anxiety away.”
“But . . .”
“Do it. She’s having an anxiety attack.”
I feel a jab in my arm and within ten seconds the drugs take effect. My heartbeat slows. I suck in a deep breath and exhale, crying. “I can’t do this. I can’t do this anymore.” I lean over my legs, burying my face into my knees.
“Everyone leave.” Dr. Whittaker’s tone makes it clear that he won’t tolerate argument.
I hear the door open and close, and Dr. Whittaker kneels beside me. “Julia, I’m sorry you have to go through this.”
I look up into his face, biting my lip.
“What’s going on?” Evan asks.
“You still don’t get it, do you, Evan?” Dr. Whittaker’s head jerks around to face Evan, his tone impatient and exasperated. “While you have gotten your own neck out of a noose by proving your value and loyalty, Julia hasn’t.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means that Julia’s survival is not a sure thing.”
“Wait. You don’t mean…?”
Dr. Whittaker slumps in a chair. “Yes.”
“But . . . how… I don’t understand!” Evan backs up slowly until he bumps into the wall.
“She can’t go back to her world, Evan. She knows too much to go back. They don’t want her world to know of our existence, and as much as I hate to say it, I agree.”
I stiffen, trying to catch my breath through my hiccups.
He holds up his hands. “It’s too big a risk, for both sides. Best-case scenario, she stays here, which in itself proves challenging.” He pauses and casts a glance in my direction before turning back to Evan. “She looks just like Julia. She is Julia, yet she’s not her. How do we send her to her parents and your friends and explain her existence? We can’t tell the world there’s a portal to another universe. People see that Julia has come back from the dead and they’ll be clamoring to go get the people they’ve lost.
“If word gets out that her world is better, it will be a mass exodus to cross over. Not to mention we have no idea what the effects are on either side, or the people that go through it. The cosmos strives for balance. For all we know, you going over and bringing her back could have affected the balance somehow. We have to wait and see what the ramifications are.”
“Then keep her and study the effects on her!” Evan shouts, shoving away from the wall and standing in front of his father. “You can’t let them do this!”
Dr. Whittaker bolts out of his seat and they stand chest to chest. “Don’t you think I’m trying? Don’t you think it kills me to think of losing her a second time? Only this time it won’t be an accident and I’ll have played a role in it. I’m doing everything in my power to save her!”
“Then do more!”
Dr. Whittaker’s shoulders sag. “I’m trying.”
“Stop it!” I jump up and stand between them. “This isn’t helping anything. It’s just making it worse.” I look up into Dr. Whittaker’s face. “Is there any hope? Seriously?” I’m not sure I really want to know, but I should prepare myself.
With weary eyes, he flashes a sad smile. “Julia, there’s always hope.”
His words are meant to comfort me, but my back stiffens. While he may feel remorse, he admitted he sees no place for me in his world, or mine.
Dr. Whittaker walks to the door and stops. “I think we’re done for the day.” He leaves, and Evan and I are alone.
We stare at each other, unsure what to say. Finally, he closes the distance and tilts my chin to look into his face. “I will not let this happen. I swear to you on my life I will not let them hurt you.”
I try to look away, but his hand grips my chin tighter. I look into his eyes. “Evan.”
There’s so much I want to tell him. That I know he didn’t mean for this to happen. That in spite of it all, I’m almost not sorry. He’s the one person who believed in me and gave me hope. Hope that I could have something other than crippling guilt and depression. Would I rather have a week with him or a lifetime of despair?
Still, anger and resentment ferment. He didn’t think about his actions, didn’t think about the consequences. Because of his impulsiveness, my life is in danger. I want to shake him or slap him, or rake my fingernails across his cheek. I want to hurt him like he’s hurt me.
But one look at his anguish-filled eyes stops me.
I can’t leave him with the guilt. I can’t commit him to the hell I’ve lived in for the last six months. I have the power to set him free.
“I don’t blame you.” I whisper.
His chin quivers and he swallows, holding back his tears. The fingers underneath my chin tremble. “How can you say that?” he chokes out. “This is all my fault.”
“You did it out of love, even if it all got screwed up. At least I don’t have to live with the pain anymore. I’m okay with that.”
He shakes his head slowly. “No. I can’t accept this.”
“Evan, you don’t have a choice.” My voice breaks and I curse my treacherous emotions. I want to be brave, not fall apart and make this harder for both of us.
He leans down and his lips touch mine, soft and tender. I taste his fear and his guilt. I know it’s not me he’s kissing, it’s the memory of his Julia, but I cling to him anyway, taking what I can get, as pathetic as it is. For all I know, it’s the last time I’ll ever be kissed.
The door opens, but he ignores it, clinging to me.
“Evan, you need to come with us.” A deep voice booms into the room.
Evan pulls his head back, looking into my face, stubbornness crinkling the corners of his eyes. “Not without Julia.”
“Our orders are to only take you.”
His head snaps around to the door. “Why?”
“You have permission to go home.”
His arm tightens. “And Julia?”
The guard clears his throat. “She’s required to stay.”
“No. I won’t leave her here.”
“Evan,” I beg, my heart hammering with fear. “Don’t do this. Even if you stay, we’re kept separate. I’ll see you tomorrow at the Committee meeting.” But I know he won’t be back.
He stares at me, shaking his head, his cheeks wet with tears. “No.”
“Evan, you don’t have any choice. Please.”
His arm is a vise around my back, as if he squeezes me tight enough I’ll meld to his body. “I’ll be back for you. I swear it,” he whispers in my ear.
“I know,” I lie.
Two men enter the room and grip Evan’s arms, and pull him away from me. I stay in place, fighting my desperation to hold on to him. It would only make it harder for Evan.
“NO!” he shouts, trying to throw them off.
I suppress my sobs. Don’t do it. Don’t make it more difficult for him. “It’s okay, Evan.” I call out to him. “I’ll be okay.”
“Julia!” he screams as another man joins them and drags him from the room. He fights off the guards as the door closes, his eyes locked on mine.
My tears win out as I collapse to the floor. I want to be brave. I want to be strong, but more than that, I just want to go home and have my mom hold me in her arms and tell me everything will be okay. Everything will go back to the way it was months ago, when the worst thing in my life was Monica and I missing a huge sale at the mall.
Dr. Whittaker finds me rocking on the floor, my arms wrapped around my legs, crying so hard I can hardly breathe.
He kneels on the floor next to me. “I’m sorry.” His words are heavy with guilt and grief. “I tried . . . but the Committee has decided…”
My head jerks up. The pity in his eyes tells me he tried to plead my case. And lost.
I nod through my tears. “When?”
“I thought we’d have more time, but the Committee is broken into factions. I told them we need you to study the effects of crossing from one universe to the next, that your input is invaluable. But somehow, rumors of your existence leaked out. People are already curious as to why the road has been closed for so long. Then there are members who think you’re a spy from your world, sent to bring harm to ours.”
I seal off my heart, refusing to let the terror erupt. “When?”
There’s a long pause. “Tomorrow.”
I wait for my meltdown, to collapse into a puddle of tears, but nothing happens. Emptiness washes away my emotions.
Dr. Whittaker clears his throat. “I really hate to ask this, but is there any way I can ask you more questions? About your parents and other relationships in your world that might be similar to some here? We know that you and the Evan in your world must have the same parents due to DNA, which is astonishing given the extreme differences in our worlds. If we can . . .”
I laugh with a snort. “You’re going to kill me, yet you still want me to answer your questions? No.” I shake my head. “No, I’m done.”
“I understand.” Disappointment tinges his voice as he stands to leave.
“You should have been more careful,” I call after him.
He turns around, surprised.
“You were careless sharing the information you had with Evan. What did you expect him to do when he found out I existed in my world? He did exactly what you’re trying to keep the rest of the people here from doing, going to find the person they loved and lost.”
“Don’t you think I know that?” His voice breaks.
I narrow my eyes and steel my voice with anger. “Don’t you let him feel guilty about this. You tell him this is your fault, not his. He’ll never be able to live with himself when he finds out what happened to me.”
His head drops as he takes a breath. “Don’t you think I know that, too?”
“My blood is on your hands, Dr. Whittaker. I hope you can live with it better than I did.”
He gasps and a tortured sound emerges from his throat. He reaches for the wall.
“Please go now. I’m done.” I look away. “Just go.”
He hesitates, his guilt rooting him where he stands. I’m sure he’s searching for the words to smooth this over, to make it easier for the both of us, but the words don’t exist. After a few seconds, he leaves.
Two men come in to escort me to my room. Anger curbs my terror and I latch onto it, kindling the embers of fury. I walk to my cell defiant and strong, even though it’s only a mask for my fear.
I hesitate when the door to my room opens and consider making a run for it. I’ll probably never make it, but my chances are better now than tomorrow.
Before I can decide, one of the men gives me a hard shove on my upper back. “Get in there.”
I stumble into the room and trip on the cot leg, landing on my knees. The door slides behind me.
I am alone, and I’m terrified.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
A WOMAN BRINGS a tray of food, but hours later it remains untouched and uncovered. I lay on the bed, thinking about my mom. She has to be sick with worry and wondering where I am. Does my dad even care?
Knowing I disappeared after we fought is a thorn in my side. That’s the last memory she’ll have of me, my stomping off in anger. Will she think I hate her and ran away? Will she blame herself?
Tears burn my eyes. They roll down my cheeks and wet my pillow. I’ve moved beyond sobbing and can only muster silent tears. If someone told me a week ago I would agree to go to another universe to see my dead best friend, only to be put to death for the crime of existing in the wrong world, I would have asked if they were smoking crack.
The ironic part is that I’d gone through all of this and never saw Monica.
I have the worst luck ever.
I fall into a fitful sleep filled with nightmares. Monsters in hazmat suits trap me in the corner of my cell and claw at me with giant hooks. One of them grabs for me and calls, “Julia!”
My gut clenches. The monsters know my name.
“Julia, wake up!”
I squint my eyes open, disoriented, and expecting to see hazmat suits. Instead, a hooded figure is silhouetted in the doorway.
I jerk upright and scream, clutching the blanket to my chest.
They sent a hooded henchmen to kill me.
“Shh! They’ll hear us!” A voice whispers in exasperation.
“Evan?”
“Julia, come on!” He wears a jacket with a hood pulled low over his forehead, the rest of his face dark. He turns his head to look down the hall. “We don’t have much time.”
I scramble off the bed. “What are you doing here?”
“What do you think? I’ve come to get you out. Come on.”
I spring through the door and find the two guards slumped against the wall. “Oh, God. What did you do?” I squeak, my throat tightening.
“They’re not dead. They’re only asleep. Come on, we only have about twenty more seconds.”
He grabs my arm and we run down the hall toward the elevator, the thud of our footsteps echoing off the corridor walls. We skid to a halt as the ceiling lights flicker. I look up at Evan, who’s glancing around the hall with worried eyes. The elevator doors slide open. A second hooded figure stands in the back of the elevator, holding a tablet in his hand.
I jump backward, thumping into Evan’s chest.
“Seven seconds, hurry,” the boy in the elevator hisses. His head is lowered as he taps furiously on the pad.
Evan puts his hand behind my back and pushes, following close behind. I stumble and grab the boy’s arm to steady myself.
He looks up and I stare into familiar green eyes. Reece.
I gasp and recoil in shock and confusion, wondering what Reece is doing here. Then I realize there are two of them. This is the Reece of this world.
He smiles drily, hurt crossing his face before disinterest replaces it. “I’d hoped you’d be happier to see me, considering I’m risking my life to save you, but maybe now isn’t the right time.” He winks, but it lacks the playfulness it implies.
The doors close and Reece returns to his tablet. The elevator moves sideways.
Evan pulls me against his chest into a hug. “Are you okay? Did they hurt you?” He brushes the hair off my cheek as he examines my face.
I shake my head. “No, I’m okay. The worst they did was give me crappy food.”
He exhales, burying his face in my hair. His breath blows the strands at my temple. “I was so scared. Dad said it would be later this morning but…” His voice trails off.
The shock of my escape hits as my legs turn to Jell-O. I sink into his chest and take a deep breath to calm my shaky nerves. “I can’t believe you got me out.”
“We’re not out yet,” Reece says behind me, his words short and clipped. “Here, put this on.”
I glance over my shoulder. He scowls, his eyes focused on Evan’s arm around my back. He tosses a jacket and Evan reaches out, grabbing it before it hits the floor.
Reece searches my face before returning his attention to the tablet in his hands. “We’ve still got to get you outside and somewhere safe until it’s time.”
I turn back to Evan as he holds the jacket out for me to slip my arms into the sleeves. “Time for what?” I ask, thankful my legs can now support my weight.
Evan begins to button the front of my jacket, but I push his hands away, overwhelmed with a need to take care of myself.
He frowns but doesn’t seem to take offense. “Time for our plan. But first we have to get you out of here.”
The elevator slows and starts to ascend.
“What’s the plan?” I look from boy to boy. They shift their eyes away.
“We’d rather not say yet,” Evan finally says. “Reece is still trying to see if he can come up with something better.” He reaches behind me and pulls the hood over my head. “It’s not much of a disguise, but it will have to do for now.” His hand lingers on my cheek as he tucks my hair under the hood.
“If you don’t like the plan, Evan, feel free to come up with a better one. It’s still better than yours.” Reece grumbles.
I wonder if it’s smart to put my life into the hands of two seventeen-year-old boys, yet it’s not like I really have a choice.
The elevator slows, and Reece focuses on the tablet. “We have twenty seconds to get out of the elevator and into the side stairwell before the cameras pick us up. I’ll say when to go.”
Evan nods with a grave look. He takes my hand and gives me a reassuring smile.
The doors begin to open.
“Not yet,” Reece warns.
“I’m not stupid, Reece,” Evan mutters, looking over his shoulder. “I really have no desire to get—”
“Go.”
Evan pokes his head out to look in both directions.
“You’re wasting time.” Reece shoves us out of the elevator. “Now we’ve only got seventeen.”
We rush down a hall, Evan’s hand holding tight to my clammy one. I wish I’d thought to wipe it off before he’d grabbed it.
When we reach a door about twenty feet from the elevator, Evan puts his hand up to open it. Nothing happens.
“Reece.” Evan’s voice raises in pitch.
“Shit.” He bends over his tablet, swearing more under his breath.
“How much time? Should we go back?” Evan’s hand tightens around my mine. I can barely feel my fingers.
“Wait!” Reece growls. “That’s not our only problem. Guards, headed this way.”
Evan’s head snaps around. “Why didn’t you pick them up before?”
Reece ignores him. “The second door down has a lower security access. Try it.”
Evan runs to the door and raises his hand to the panel. It slides open, revealing a janitor’s closet.
We scramble inside and the door slides closed as feet pound in the hallway moments later.
I’m sandwiched between both boys and the air is so thick with tension I wonder how we can breathe.
“What happened?” Evan’s voice is only a whisper, but it echoes in the tight room.
“They’ve discovered the guards outside her door and raised the security level. I only gave you a lower level guard status to avoid suspicion. I’ll have to raise it.” Reece is bent over his tablet, his eyes narrowed.
“What’s he talking about?” My heartbeat pounds in my ears.
Evan leans his mouth to my cheek. His face glows in the pale light from Reece’s notepad. “The hand readers would know it was me so Reece scrambled the system to pick up someone else. He’s got to find a higher security.”
I nod, feeling like I’m going to puke.
“Reece knows what he’s doing. Don’t worry.”
“Now!” Reece’s harsh whisper makes me jump. “We’ve only got six seconds this time but more guards are on the way, and they’re just going to keep sending more.” The door opens and he pushes us into the hallway.
Evan lifts his hand to the original panel and the door slides open. He drags me through as it’s still opening. Reece crashes in after us, the door closing behind him.
“Did they see us?” Evan asks, turning around to Reece, his eyes wild with fear.
Reece’s face is hard. “I don’t know, but it was close. I suggest we don’t wait to find out.”
“Agreed.” Evan takes off running in a sprint, pulling me along with him. I struggle to keep up, since my legs are shorter. Reece falls in behind us.
The hall is a long, door-less corridor, darkly lit. It appears to be a dead-end until we get to the back wall, where two hallways split off to the side in either direction.
“Go right,” Reece says. “Guards are coming from the left.”
We turn. There’s a door at the end of the long hallway.
“Stop at the door and wait for me to hook into the surveillance cameras. I’ve got to make sure no one is out there.” Reece works on his tablet, slowing down to a jog.
Evan pulls up short in front of the door, Reece following close behind. Both seem slightly out of breath. It irritates me that I’m more winded. I eagerly latch onto the anger. It helps me ignore my fear.
Reece looks up. “We can go now, but we have to turn to the left, around the back of the building. There’s a patrol in the front, heading this way. But if we wait, we risk getting found by a surveillance team winding its way through this level.” He looks up gravely. “I suggest we exit the building. Now.”
Evan lifts his free hand and the door opens. A freezing wind whips around us as we emerge into the dark parking lot. My breath stops at the unexpected blast. The chill raises the hairs on my arms underneath my thin jacket. I’m also shoeless. In my hurry to leave, I didn’t think to put on my slipper shoes, and the pavement is frigid against my feet.
Reece takes the lead. Evan follows and drags me by my hand. My breath comes out in wispy white puffs.
The parking lot is completely empty with the exception of a few scattered streetlights, but shouts and sirens ring out several buildings down. This office is smaller than I remember. It takes me a couple of seconds to realize it’s a totally different building. Confused, I wonder when they moved me.
We reach the edge of the building and stop. Reece checks around the corner, then looks over his shoulder. “They’re still searching the laboratory building, but it’s only a matter of minutes before they realize she’s not there. Stay in the shadows if you can, and hopefully we’ll get out of here.” He says before taking off again.
Hopefully we’ll get out of here rattles around in my head.
Evan and I race after him, hugging the shadows of the building. It’s enormously long. Rather than face the fear of getting caught before we reach the corner, I look to my right. Trees line the back of the lot, but they don’t look like trees from home. For one thing, they have no leaves at all. They create a forest of trunks and with a few thick branches. Some of the trees are shorter stumps, or are toppled on one another. The blowing wind carries a chorus of creaks and groans of the shifting wood. I shiver at the eerie sound.
“We have to hurry,” Reece calls back.
Evan has an anxious look when he sees my panting, but the worry changes to alarm after he glances at my feet.
“You don’t have any shoes.”
I know it’s more of a question than an accusation, but I’m defensive anyway. My shoulders stiffen.
“Reece, she can’t keep up at this pace.”
Reece flashes irritation. “The patrol is going to find us if we don’t hurry. The side of the building is thirty feet shorter than the back. They’ll see us before we round the corner and there’s nowhere to hide back here.”
“I’m sorry.” Tears spring to my eyes. We’re going to get caught and it’s my fault because I can’t keep up.
Reece grabs my other wrist. “We’ll drag her if we have to. Let’s go!”
They start running. My feet slap frozen concrete until they’re so numb I can’t feel them anymore. I stumble and Evan catches me before I fall on my face.
“Come on. We’re almost there!” Reece pulls harder.
My legs burn and my left thigh aches so badly I’m not sure how much more it can take, but I push forward. My cheeks burn from the stinging wind.
The corner’s close, but the terrified look on Reece’s face tells me we might not make it. I surge forward, a sudden burst of adrenaline spurring me faster.
Reece reaches the corner first, swinging me around the edge. Evan releases my hand and skids around the side.
I see more empty parking lot and my heart sinks. There’s no sign of escape here. Another office edges the opposite side of the parking lot. Reece runs for the building, still holding my hand, while Evan follows. I can’t help but notice the difference in their grips. Reece’s hold pinches, as though he wants to punish me.
We reach the front of the other building. Reece ducks into a small alcove, pulling me with him and shielding us from the view of the other building. Evan darts in right behind us. I squat and lean over my legs trying to catch my breath.
“She can’t go much farther, Reece.”
“I’m well aware of that, Evan,” he growls. He rubs his face and releases an exasperated huff. “Can you carry her? We can’t drive the car here, it’ll draw attention. We have to go on foot.”
Evan nods, but I notice a satisfied smirk. “Let’s catch our breath for a minute first.”
The thought of being carried is embarrassing. “How much farther is it? I can walk.”
Reece glares at me, his mouth pinched. “Walking isn’t an option. We need to run. The car is about half a kilometer from here. The sun’s going to be coming up soon, and we have to get to the car before it gets too high.”
I look up at both boys. “Why?” As soon as I ask, I remember it’s different in their world.
Reece looks at me like I’m an idiot.
“The sun isn’t harmful in her world,” Evan says, reaching a hand down to help me up. “This is all new to her.”
Reece’s gaze drops to Evan’s hand holding mine. A scowl furrows his brow. “Well, let’s hope she lasts long enough to learn about it.”
I jerk my hand from Evan’s. Suppressed rage and fear erupt. I push against Reece’s chest, shoving him back into the wall. My forward momentum crashes me into his chest. His eyes light up with an emotion I don’t recognize before the veil lowers, leaving his anger.
“Then leave me here if I’m such a pain in the ass. No one said you had to help me.”
His shoulders stiffen and he grabs my wrists, outrage burning in his eyes. “What? And leave Dumbass to do it all by himself? It would have been a suicide mission.”
“Well, we’re out of the building. Take off if you want!” I rip my hands free and shove him again. “I don’t need you.”
“I wouldn’t say that just yet, if I were you,” he sneers. “You may need me more than you know.”
“Julia,” Evan wraps his arms around me and pulls me back. “We need him.” I hear the defeat in his voice.
“This is bullshit.” Reece mutters. “Let’s go.” He turns and points at me. “I’m not getting caught because of you, so you better keep up.”
Evan moves toward him. “Back off, Reece.”
Reece looks more pissed than ever. He spins around and starts running.
“I can carry you if you want.” Evan stares into my face with a protective gaze.
“No.” I shake my head. “I can run.”
Evan checks to make sure it’s clear, then takes off after Reece, pulling me behind. I have no idea how far half a kilometer is, but it sounds farther than I’m capable of. I focus on the corner of the building. Make it there. Just make it to there.
We run along the edge of the building. Reece’s dark figure is farther ahead. It’s easy to see he’s sprinting. I can’t help but wonder if he’s running away from me.
When we reach the edge of the building, Evan slows down and glances around the corner, then heads for the next building on the other side of the parking lot. As we run for cover, I look into the trees. Streaks of red and pink fill the sky above the horizon.
Reece has disappeared. I can’t tell if he really left us or he’s too far away to see. We make it to the edge of the second building when I see headlights coming toward us.
I panic and dig my nails into Evan’s hand, sure we’ve been caught.
But Evan waits, his thumb stroking the back of my hand.
The car turns at the corner and parks next to us. The dark windows make it difficult to see who’s inside. The engine’s so quiet I’m unsure if it’s even on. It reminds me of an older Volkswagen Beetle, the top, front, and back rounded, only this car seems newer and more streamlined. A lid in the rear pops open and Evan looks at me, apologetically.
“You have to ride in the back. I’m sorry.” He pulls me toward it. My feet are so numb I can’t feel them and I stumble. He catches my arm and hugs me. “I wish you didn’t have to hide in there, but it’s the safest way.”
I nod. It makes sense. “It’s okay.”
He appears torn, biting his lower lip. “After you climb in the back I won’t see you for awhile.”
“What? Why?”
“They’re going to be watching me, so you can’t be with me. Not yet.” His voice cracks.
I nod, fighting back my terror. The thought of being in Evan’s world without him makes me feel vulnerable. He had to be incredibly brave to come to my world on his own.
He leans his forehead down to touch mine. “I know you’re scared,” he whispers. “I’m scared too. But I promise I wouldn’t leave you with Reece if we couldn’t trust him.”
“He hates me.”
He shakes his head, his eyes sad. “No, trust me. He doesn’t.” He wraps his arms around my back, smashing me to his chest. I welcome the warmth and the closeness. Evan makes me feel protected and I’m about to lose that. His lips lower to mine, making his reluctance to leave me clear. I kiss him back with an earnestness I don’t try to hide. He raises his head, his eyes burning.
“I know you think I see her when I hold you and kiss you, but I know you’re not her. Still, part of her is in you. I can feel it.” He kisses me again. “Wait for me.”
I nod not trusting my voice to answer.
His mouth lifts into a grim smile as he grips my arm and helps me in the cramped trunk. He covers me with a blanket lying on the floor. Standing, he grabs the edge of the lid with both hands.
“I know you don’t believe this, Julia, but I do love you.”
Before I have a chance to answer, he slams the lid shut, plunging me into darkness.



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
I HAVE NO idea how long the drive lasts. The cold penetrates through the metal floor and walls, seeping into my bones. The compartment’s tight, and I have to curl up to fit, the lid only inches over my head. At least I can use my own body heat to keep warm.
The boys’ muffled voices drift through the backseat until we stop. I feel the car door slam shut, leaving an unnerving silence. Evan must have gotten out.
He left me.
Calm down. This isn’t a surprise. He told me he would, but being in his world alone with people intent on killing me fills my head with hysterical terror.
Goose bumps of fright mingle with bumps of cold until there’s no distinguishing the two. My chest tightens. Oh God, no. Please. Don’t let me freak out in here.
You’re not alone. My subconscious thrusts into my mind.
I’m not alone. I have Reece.
I wish that knowledge filled me with more reassurance. I wish he didn’t find me so repugnant. I wish I’d been nicer to him. He risked his life to save me, and I repaid him by shoving him into a wall and screaming at him.
Way to go, Julia.
We continue to drive. The cold permeates every inch of my body until my violent shivering stops and sleepiness creeps in. Something needles my consciousness not to go to sleep. Stay awake. We’re almost there.
The car hits a bump and my body bounces and hits the lid. Stay awake.
I realize the car has stopped. The lid pops open flooding the trunk with a dull light, slipping through the cracks of my eyelids.
“Okay, let’s go.”
I force my eyes to open. Reece stands in front of me, but the room is darkly lit. Although I can’t see his face, I recognize his voice. I try to sit, but my arms are too heavy to push me up.
“Julia. We don’t have all day.”
I hear his irritation and really want to get out, I just can’t get my arms and legs to cooperate.
“Julia?” His voice raises in alarm.
“I’m trying.” I mumble, the words slurring.
He leans over, pulls off the blanket, and grabs my hand. “You’re freezing! Can you get up?”
I try to shake my head, utterly embarrassed. “No.”
His arm scoops under my legs and swings them over the edge of the trunk. He tugs my upper body out, making sure my head doesn’t hit the lid. Violent shivering takes over my body.
“I’m sorry it took so long. My dad was late leaving for work this morning.” Reece puts his arm around my back. “Can you walk?”
“Yeah,” I rise off the trunk edge but can’t feel my feet. My legs give out and he catches me in his arms, setting me back on the edge of the trunk.
“I’m sorry.” I shift my eyes to avoid looking at him and scan the room, surprised to see we’re in a garage. “Where are we?”
“My house. My dad works forty-eight-hour shifts at the hospital and he just started one this morning so we have until the day after tomorrow.” He rubs his face as he looks at me, then to a door. “I have to get you inside. Put your arm around my shoulders and I’ll help you in.”
“My feet are so cold I can’t feel them.” I’m thankful my mouth seems to be working now, even if my teeth chatter.
He lifts my arm over his shoulders and holds onto my hand. “Okay, let’s try this.” He wraps his other arm around my waist and hoists me up.
I lean into his side, soaking in his warmth. I take a step and start to sag, but his hand pulls on my arm over his shoulder and the arm around my waist tightens.
“I’m sorry. I’m not usually this needy.” I mutter in embarrassment.
Reece laughs, a rich, throaty sound that echoes off the concert floor. We take a couple more steps. “Could have fooled me.”
“You caught me on a bad day.”
He laughs again. The satisfaction from making him laugh catches me by surprise. “I think that’s the understatement of the century.”
We take several more steps. “Are you sure it’s really 2011 here? It seems so futuristic.”
“You didn’t time-travel, only moved to an alternate universe.” He sounds condescending, as though I’m stupid to not realize the difference.
“Only.”
“Well…” He stops in front of two steps up to the door. “Hang on.” He holds tight to my hand and takes a step up, dragging me up the stair with him.
I silently curse my frozen feet. I hate that I can’t walk on my own.
Reece climbs the next step and lets go of my waist to open the doorknob. I put more weight on my legs, happy to discover I can now stand.
As we enter the house, I sneak a glance at him, curious. I can’t help but compare him to the Reece I know. Well, sort of know. He’s the same height, shorter than Evan but taller than me, not a hard feat to accomplish.
He sits me on a sofa upholstered in the softest fabric I’ve ever felt. I sink back into the cushions while Reece leaves the room, then comes back with a blanket. He tosses it over my lap then kneels down to tuck it in around me.
“Thank you.”
He looks up, the hood still covering his head. The dark gray fabric clings to the sides of his cheeks, encircling his face. He’s paler here, but everyone is. His eyes seem greener, which is odd until I think about the startling blue of Evan’s eyes. This Reece doesn’t have the freckles the other Reece does, but the differences appear more than physical.
“You’re more serious.”
He freezes, his hand still tucking the blanket under my leg. His intense gaze watches me as he waits.
“I’m sorry, it’s just that you’re the only person here I actually know in the real world.” I shake my head. “I mean my world. It’s odd seeing you here as someone else when I know you back home.”
He leans back on his heels, the surprise evident on his face. He swallows nervously. “Evan?” The word comes out scratchy. He clears his throat. “You didn’t know him there?”
“No, not really. He was popular.” I twist my mouth. “And I wasn’t. I saw him but never spoke to him.”
His eyes soften. “And me? How did you know me?”
To my horror, a new round of shivering breaks loose and my teeth clatter.
Reece stands. “I’ll be right back.”
He leaves and comes back with a white mug. He sits beside me and hands it to me. “It’s hot tea. My mom used to drink it. I thought it might help warm you up.”
I uncover my arms and take the mug, absorbing the heat into the palms of my hands. The warmth flows down my throat, warming my insides.
“Thank you.” I take another sip. “This is really good. Probably the best thing I’ve had here so far.”
“Really?”
The way his face lights up with smug pride reminds me of the Reece from my world. For some reason, I’m suddenly curious to know what his hair looks like. Without thinking, I lift my hand to his head and slip the hood down, my fingers brushing his hair.
His eyes burn, studying me.
“Your hair is shorter,” I murmur. “And darker, which makes sense, I guess. Your hair in my world looked sun-streaked and you’re not in the sun here.”
“Sun-streaked?”
“You know, when you’re in the sun so much it lightens your hair.” My hand’s still on his head. My eyes widen in horror and I pull it back abruptly, sloshing my tea. It spills over the rim, leaving an orange splotch on the blanket. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay. It’ll wash out.”
I didn’t mean the tea.
“I can’t imagine being out in the sun. Doesn’t it burn?”
“What?” His question pulls me out of my stupor. I’m still thinking about touching his head. “It can, if you stay out in it too long or if it’s a really hot day, but most of the time it feels good, comforting. I can’t imagine living without it.” I bite my lips, realizing what I said. “I’m sorry. That was a terrible thing to say when you’ve had to live without it your whole life.”
He watches me for a moment. “You’re different, too.”
“Really? I’m not sure Evan really sees me, only her.”
When he hears Evan’s name, he stiffens, and the emotion on his face shuts down to indifference. I’m not ready to lose this connection with him.
“You asked how I knew you. Do you still want to know?”
“Yeah.” The shyness in his voice surprises me.
I sink back into the sofa. It’s my turn to feel bashful. I scrunch up my nose. “I only met you a week ago. I guess it was a week ago, since I’ve lost track of time. Anyway, it was just days before I left.” That’s an odd way to put it. Left.
“You only knew me a few days?” He sounds surprised.
“Yeah, the first time was when someone pushed me into a wall at school and you helped me pick up my papers.”
“And?”
It seems so long ago, a lifetime ago, but it’s only been days. How is that possible? The corners of my mouth lift into a grin. “And you thought I was a complete idiot.”
He smirks. “I find that hard to believe.”
“Trust me, it’s true.” I laugh and tilt my head. “I can’t say I blame you. Then I saw you later that day, after school. I’d just missed the bus and you offered me a ride home since I had all my books… it was so weird because I’d just met you, yet I had this feeling I’d been with you before.”
He’s silent, watching my face.
I smile and a weird tingly feeling spreads through my chest. “Then you made up some bogus rules to help me survive my new school. Like ‘don’t let them see you’re scared’ and ‘don’t lose yourself.’”
“Then what?” He asks, his voice lower.
“Then you took me home.”
“Was that it?”
I stare into his hopeful face. Should I tell him more? It wasn’t him. I wasn’t the Julia he and Evan knew. I sigh. “You called me the next day. I was really surprised. Honestly, I knew I wasn’t your type, but it made me happy especially after what happened with Evan.”
“What happened with Evan?”
What happened with Evan reminds me of the situation I’m in. “Never mind.”
He stares at his lap. “Did you like me there?”
Did I? There was something there, I can’t deny it. “Yeah, I liked you.”
He looks up, with an arrogant smile. He looks shockingly like the Reece in my world. Why does that warm my heart so much?
My feet begin to tingle and I shift to tap them on the floor. “But it wasn’t you. And I’m not her. So in the end, none of it matters.”
“No, I’m not him and you’re not her.” Sadness laces his words.
I groan. “Everything is such a mess and so confusing.”
“This is Evan’s area of expertise, not mine. He thinks we’re basically the same, no matter what world we live in, we’re born who we are. But I’m not so sure. I think that experiences shape us into who we become. You know, the whole nature versus nurture.”
We sit in silence as I tap my feet into the rug. Feeling has begun to return, bringing pins and needles with it. “That doesn’t explain why I couldn’t draw a stick person before the accident, and then I could draw really well after. It’s like somehow I absorbed your Julia’s artistic talent.”
His eyes narrow in confusion. “What are you talking about?”
“After the accident, I began to draw, only it was a mess of doodles and squiggles. Evan was the one to pick out the Celtic love knot.” I ignore his scowl and continue. “Then I realized I was also drawing his name.”
He shifts in his seat, then stands. “Look, I don’t need to hear anymore about how much she loved him, okay? I’ve heard enough to last a lifetime.” He starts to walk into the kitchen.
“But why did I draw your name too?”
He stops and slowly turns to face me.
“I’ve been drawing both your names for months, before I even knew either of you.”
His shoulders twitch.
“Why would I draw both of your names?”
His eyes burn with anger and confusion. “How the hell would I know? Why don’t you ask your boyfriend? He seems to think he has all the answers to everything. He said he was going to find you and bring you back,” he waves his hand in my direction. “And looky there, he did. Only he neglected to think about what was going to happen to you once you came back.” He tugs his hand through his hair with a growl and sits, releasing a heavy breath of air. “And so did I.”
Evan said he just came to see me, not to bring me back. My head swims with dismay. He lied. My mind latches onto something else Reece said. “Wait a minute. You helped him cross over?”
He laughs with a snort. “Somebody had to. He couldn’t do it on his own.”
“Why would you help him?”
His eyes are glassy as he presses his lips together. “Because I loved you too, in spite of everything, and when he said you were alive on the other side and he was going to get you, I decided I had to know for sure.”
“Know what?”
“Whether you loved me or not.”
“Oh, Reece…”
“It’s okay. I saw you two together. I know you picked him.”
“But I don’t love him. I like him, but I think he still sees her, not me. He gave me hope, something I’d been missing for so long. But then you, I mean the other Reece talked to me and…” I groan leaning back. My feet feel like they’re on fire and I stomp them on the floor.
“What’s wrong?”
“My feet are warming up and they hurt.” To my aggravation, my eyes fill with tears.
He leans down and pulls my feet into his lap. Pressed between his warm hands, the pain increases.
I can’t hold back the tears.
“I’m sorry,” he says quietly. “I should have been nicer to you this morning.”
“No.” I shake my head. “I shouldn’t have lost my temper. You didn’t have to risk your life to help me.”
“I had to. I was partially responsible for you being here. I couldn’t let you die twice.”
Tears stream down my face. “No more guilt.” I look into his eyes, which have softened. “There’s too much guilt. No more.”
His hand reaches for my cheek, hesitating before his fingers touch.
I hold my breath, surprised at the jittering in my stomach.
His fingers are warm and send chills down my spine. “Don’t cry.” His thumb wipes a tear. “I don’t want to be the one to make you cry.”
His words only bring more tears, and his eyes close as he looks defeated.
“I’m sorry,” I sputter.
His eyelids open, green eyes swimming with emotion. He pulls me onto his lap, wrapping an arm around my back. “Don’t say sorry. No more guilt. It’s your rule,” he murmurs in my ear. His breath tickles the hair on my neck. Goosebumps break out over my skin.
I soak in his warmth and try to ignore the way my heart flip-flops. I like Evan, not Reece. Or do I? I think about Evan kissing me just a short time ago and risking his life to save me. I burn with shame.
Suddenly, everything’s too much, the way I feel with Reece, how close I’ve come to dying, the terror of the last few days. He pulls my head into the crook of his neck and rubs my arm.
“It’s okay.”
“No, it’s not. Nothing is okay.”
“I’m gonna try and make it okay. So is Evan.”
“No. I can’t live with myself if something happens to you or Evan. Monica’s death almost killed me. I can’t let anything happen to anyone else.”
He leans my head back, his hand cupping my cheek. His eyes burn with something I don’t recognize. “And you think I can let something happen to you?”
My cheek is on fire where he touches, my body following close behind. I struggle to catch my breath, let alone think. “I’m not her.” But for a moment, I wish I was. That I could have not one, but two boys love me when two weeks ago I had no one.
He swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing as his hand trails down to the side of my neck. “I’m well aware of that.” His face hovers over mine.
I freeze, staring at his lips. The breath in my chest grows stale, begging for release. My mind rails in debate. Is he going to kiss me? Do I want him to kiss me?
Right or wrong, I do.
The shame of it slams me hard. My breath releases in a whoosh, past my lips as Reece watches.
I stare into his eyes. I want this. And so does he.
His hand slips from my neck and threads through my hair. He lifts my head toward him, agonizingly slow.
He’s giving me a chance to back out.
Instead, I feather my fingers on his cheek, amazed at how soft his skin is under my fingertips.
His eyes widen in surprise before lowering his lips to mine.
When they touch, a thousand butterflies take flight. His hand tightens in my hair, smashing my lips into his and I welcome it. I’m falling. I’m flying. I’m both at the same time.
To my disappointment, he pulls back. “I’ve wanted to do that for so long,” he whispers.
My heart stops. It wasn’t me. He wasn’t kissing me.
I sit up, my back rigid, treacherous tears burning my eyes. “I’m not her, Reece.” My words are sharp and nip at his ego.
“I know that, Julia.”
“Do you? How could you have wanted to kiss me for so long when you just met me an hour ago.”
It hits me then. I met him an hour ago. What possessed me to kiss him? What about Evan?
I jump off his lap in horror. My mother was right. I am a slut. What is wrong with me?
He groans, dropping his face into his hands. “Julia….”
I wipe the tears off my face. “It’s okay. How could you not think I was her? You probably knew her for years. You hardly know me.” That explains his reaction. What explains mine?
“Julia…”
“Let’s just forget this ever happened, okay? You made a mistake. I don’t blame you. I’m not mad. I promise. Where’s the bathroom?”
He stands, his hands clench and unclench at his side as he struggles with what to say.
“Bathroom?”
“Down the hall and to the right. There’s a towel in there if you want to take a shower.”
“Thanks.” I run to the bathroom. Once I cross the threshold, I lean my back against the door and burst into sobs, covering my mouth to quiet the sound.
“Julia?” Reece’s muffled words come through the door.
I hurry to the shower, which looks like the ones back home, and turn on the water, drowning out his voice. I sink to the floor.
What did I do?
The sound of the water grabs my attention, and I stand, stripping off my clothes. I hope they burn things here, because I never want to see them again.
I step into the shower, welcoming the warm spray. I haven’t showered since my decontamination, if you can call that a shower. I find shampoo and conditioner and lather my hair as my tears flow.
My life is a literal nightmare and I’m kissing boys.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
MOMENTS AFTER TURNING off the water, there’s a knock on the door.
“I have some clean clothes for you outside the door. When you’re done, come out so we can talk about the plan.”
The mysterious plan.
I dry off with the towel lying on the bathroom counter, then wrap it around my body before opening the door. A pile of clothing is neatly stacked on the floor. I snatch it up and shut the door before Reece can see me.
Jeans. An actual pair of jeans and a t-shirt, although it’s a different style than I’m used to. I suppose that’s to be expected. The fashion world split in two different directions fifty years ago. I silently thank God they don’t wear jumpsuits like on Star Trek: the Next Generation. I could never pull that look off.
A pair of underwear and a bra are tucked in the folds of the jeans as well as a pair of socks. My cheeks burn. Reece had to have gotten this for me.
I dress quickly, surprised the clothes are only a little big on me. After towel drying my hair, I use a brush I find on the counter. My wet hair dampens the back of my shirt. I stare into the mirror, relieved I look more like me than I have in days. Taking a deep breath, I open the door, ready to face Reece.
He stands in the kitchen, staring out the window, his jaw tense.
I was wrong. I’m not ready to face him.
He turns and his lips lift into a tight smile. “You found the clothes.”
I glance down, self-conscious. “Yeah, thanks. Where did you get them?”
“They were my mom’s.”
I hear the hitch in his voice. “Were?”
He looks out the window again, his face hard. “She left us. A few months ago.”
“Oh,” I say. Could I get any more lame? “I’m sorry. My dad left us, too. Do you still see her?”
“No, she just disappeared. No one knows where she is.” The hardness falls away and he turns to me with a shy smile. “Are you hungry? I can make you something for breakfast.”
I want to ask more about his mom, but it’s obvious he’s trying to change the subject. My stomach growls at the thought of food. “More wafers? That’s all I got at the penitentiary.”
Reece grins. “Cereal?”
“Oh, my God! You have real cereal? With real milk?”
He laughs again. “You’re easy to please.” He opens a cabinet door to reveal a refrigerator. “You can come in. I won’t bite.”
Maybe not. But you can kiss.
A blush creeps up my neck and I look away. A counter separates the kitchen from the living area, and I sit on one of two bar stools.
Reece sets a bowl and spoon in front of me with a sheepish grin. “My dad doesn’t have many cereal choices. He’s a doctor, so he leans toward healthy things.”
“Wow. A doctor?”
He sets a plain brown box on the counter with a container of milk. “I won’t be following in his footsteps, to his regret. I’m more into computers and technology.” He looks down. “Like my mom.”
I pick up the box and pour a bowl full of flakes and dried fruits and nuts. I want to ask why she left. I want to ask if he ate different cereal when she was still here. Instead, I say nothing.
Reece grabs the box, then pours milk into my bowl.
“How was it that you ended up helping Evan?”
He tilts his head. “We used to be best friends. He told me what he planned to do.”
I lean back in my seat, wide-eyed.
“You didn’t know?” He shovels a spoonful of cereal into his mouth.
“No. Evan never mentioned it, and you hardly knew each other in my world. Besides, with the whole Julia… and you both…”
He presses his lips into a tight line. “Yeah, well, that put a crimp on our friendship. But after you…” He glances up at me. “After Julia died, we both blamed ourselves.”
“Why did you blame yourselves?”
He takes a big bite and mumbles, “We need to discuss the plan.”
Although I consider pressing the issue of their blame, I’m more interested in their plan.
“Evan wants you to stay here, but I insist it’s too dangerous.”
I seethe with anger. “No one thought to ask me what I wanted?”
He rolls his eyes. “Honestly, it doesn’t matter what anyone wants. What’s important is what is the best way to make sure you’re safe.”
He has a point, but they still should have asked me. “So, what did you all come up with? Maybe you could fill me in, seeing as it’s my life and all.”
“Sarcasm won’t help.” His eyes narrow. “Can I at least explain it without you interrupting?”
I scowl.
“Okay,” he hesitates, watching my face. “We can’t hide you indefinitely. The people in Springfield typically don’t leave. Some higher officials do, but the general population doesn’t.”
My eyes widen in surprise. “Really? Why not?”
“We’re surrounded by a radiation wasteland. Not to mention the survivalists out there. They’re supposed to be vicious mutants.”
“But…”
“You’re interrupting. You’re not supposed to do that.”
I reach up and pretend to lock my mouth and stuff the key into my pocket.
Reece scrunches up his face like I’m a wacko. I guess that isn’t done here. “Like I said, we can’t hide you indefinitely. Evan thinks the best thing to do is to put you front and center in society.”
“What?” I screech. “That has to be the worst idea ever!”
He holds up his hands. “I said you had to hear me out.”
I purse my lips. They’re going to get us all killed.
“If we thrust you out into a bunch of people who know you, I mean people who knew this world’s Julia, there will be a ton of witnesses. The officials would be hard pressed to take you away. They’ll lose face.”
“And how exactly are you going to explain my sudden appearance?”
“I never said we were going to do it. I’m telling you Evan’s idea. Cryogenics.”
“Cryogenics?”
“We’d say that you were frozen with cryogenics and Dr. Whittaker and his research team brought you back to life.”
“And people will believe that?”
He shrugs. “We don’t see why not. They’re always making new breakthroughs in medicine. They’ve cured almost every kind of cancer, so why not?”
“They’ve cured cancer?”
“Not completely…”
“But still!” I can only imagine what my world can do with that information. “But what about when Dr. Whittaker and the other officials find out I’m out here? Won’t they take me back?” I can’t still the shudder that creeps up my spine.
“Evan thinks they won’t because your parents would see you too.”
“My parents?” The thought of my mom brings tears to my eyes. “Do I even have the same parents here?”
“John and Miranda?”
I sway, lightheaded.
“Julia, are you okay? You look really pale.”
I nod. “Those… those are my parents in my world.”
“We figured they would be. It would take your parents’ DNA to create you in both worlds.”
“So my parents and Evan’s parents are the same in both worlds then. And yours and Monica’s? That’s amazing. Our worlds are so completely different, yet our parents still ended up together. Why?”
He looks stumped. “Good question. Fate? Destiny?”
I lift my hand to my mouth as my stomach rolls.
“Julia?”
“I’m sorry. This is all so weird.” We’re silent for a moment. “You said that was Evan’s plan. Obviously, you have another.”
“I think you should go back. Evan’s plan is too simplistic and naive. He gives his father and the Committee too much credit. Sure, they might let you live for a little while, but eventually they’d find a reason to take you. A reason no one would bat an eye at.”
I let that fact swim around in a festering pool of terror.
“We need to take you to the road and send you back, but it’s easier said than done.”
“Why?”
“Now that they know it’s possible and especially since you escaped, they’re guarding it like it’s a national treasure.”
Hopelessness washes over me. “So what are we going to do?”
Reece looks at the clock and jumps up. “Crap, I’ve already missed first period. Evan called while you were in the shower and said they’d already come to his house looking for you. Although I often miss the first period, if I don’t get to school soon they might get suspicious and send someone here.” He takes off down the hall to a bedroom.
“Wait!” I call after him. “You can’t leave until you tell me what your plan is!”
He comes back carrying a satchel. “Tomorrow there’s a big celebration for the survival of the human race, the anniversary of the nuclear war. The president will be there.” He shrugs into his jacket. “Security is being pulled from the portal site to guard the Committee at the celebration. We’ll do it then.”
I grab his arm as he heads for the door. “What I am I supposed to do while you’re gone?”
He turns back to me with a smile. “Stay inside and wait for me. I don’t have anything after school so I’ll come straight home. I’ll be back by four.”
“But—”
“No one’s going to come while I’m gone. My dad has a heinous surgery schedule today so he’s stuck at the hospital. But, if by some chance someone does, there’s a panel in the back of my closet hiding a small space. I have a big box in front of it. The space is big enough to fit a couple of people.”
My mouth drops.
“But you don’t have to worry. No one’s coming. Just don’t go outside and you’ll be fine. I’ve got to go.” He hesitates then leans forward, the side of his face hovers next to my ear.
I hold my breath as my insides jitter out of control.
“I’ll be back. I promise.” He whispers and his lips brush my cheek.
I close my eyes and when I open them, he’s headed out the door.
I fight my rising terror. I’m alone. Completely alone. Even Reece left me. But I’m in Reece’s house. I’m safe. Neither Evan nor Reece would leave me here if I weren’t safe, right?
After a few moments, I turn around and take in my surroundings. Reece’s house is small, a one-story house, but the furnishings are high-tech. Across from the sofa is a flat-panel on the living room wall. I suspect it’s a television but worry that turning it on will give my whereabouts away. Not that I know how to turn it on anyway. I don’t see a remote anywhere.
I walk into the kitchen and clean up the cereal bowls, washing them in the sink. The cabinets are high-gloss and look like something out of one of the design magazines my mom likes to look at.
The thought of Mom is unexpected and sends ripples of sadness and guilt washing through me. If everything works out, I’ll be home tomorrow. I try not to think about what happens if everything doesn’t work out.
I move down the hall, past the bathroom and stand in the doorway of a bedroom. It’s large and holds a neatly made bed and little else. I don’t know Reece very well, but I suspect this isn’t his room. Feeling like a trespasser, I go to the next door.
In the next room, the bed is unmade, items scattered across his desk. I smile, certain this is his. Sitting on the edge of the bed, I absently pick a shirt off the floor and fold it, setting it next to me. What looks like an electronic picture frame sits on his desk. I pick it up and it instantly turns on, a picture of Evan and me popping onto the screen. Startled, I almost drop it in my lap. It’s not really you. It’s the other Julia. Her hair is shorter and she looks up at Evan with a gaze of love and adoration. His arm is around her shoulders, and he’s smiling at the camera. Their happiness oozes from the picture.
I’m filled with envy then instant contrition. I’m jealous of a dead girl.
You can have this, too.
I push the thought away, but it hovers in the background, needling me as the photo changes.
Next is Evan and Reece. It looks like they’re at school, laughing. A familiar face is in the background.
Monica.
My heart speeds up and the picture changes. The next is Reece and a woman. Both of their mouths lift higher on one side than the other in their smiles. They have the same green eyes. This must be Reece’s mom. I study the image and wonder why she left. What makes any parent abandon their family?
The picture changes and it’s a photo of Evan, Reece, Monica, and me. No, not me, I remind myself. Her.
The boys are in front and Monica and Julia are behind them. One of Julia’s hands rests on Evan’s shoulder and the other on Reece’s. Reece’s hand is reaching up, as if to touch hers. Monica leans her face next to Reece’s head. Her smile looks forced. Her hair is shorter and I doubt my Monica would be caught dead in the outfit this one wears.
I set the frame back on the desk disappointed that I won’t see Monica. But how would I explain my sudden appearance? I don’t have a Julia’s life to take over like Evan did.
Or do I?
The idea is ludicrous, but I have to admit I’m tempted. Too much.
I get off the bed, drawn to a painting hanging on the wall. It’s clearly a painting of Reece sitting on a blanket. While Reece’s face is in full detail, the background is softer and slightly blurred. He’s outside, under an awning of some sort. A brilliant blue sky spans the background with only a few clouds. He has a distant look in his eyes, making him appear wistful, with a touch of sadness. There’s an intimacy in the captured moment, as though the artist is privy to his secret thoughts. His chestnut-colored hair is windblown, and although it’s a painting, I can almost feel the motion of the breeze. The scene feels achingly familiar, stirring an underlying unease. I search for a signature. Scrawled across the bottom is my name. Julia Phillips.
What prompted Julia to paint this? Did she love him when she did? Did she share his sadness?
I turn away, trailing my fingers across his desk as I try to shake the lingering loneliness the painting makes me feel. I absently open drawers, which are stuffed with socks and things that look like electronic components. As I’m shutting the last one, a folded paper catches my attention, or more accurately, the name Reece written across the page does. It’s written in a loopy, feminine cursive I still recognize, even though I haven’t seen it in six months. I know this is an invasion of Reece’s privacy, yet it doesn’t stop me from pulling out the paper and unfolding it.
 
Reece,
I know Julia’s death has been harder on you than anyone else. While Evan can openly grieve her loss, you’re forced to hide your broken heart. And now with the sudden disappearance of your mother, along with losing your best friend, I can’t imagine how lonely you must feel. Or maybe I can. I miss the four of us hanging out together. I lost not only her, but you and Evan too.
You don’t have to go through this alone. I miss her so much it hurts. I miss the way things used to be. Maybe you and I need each other. We’ll still hurt, but maybe we won’t be so lonely if we could just talk sometimes. I’d like to be there for you, if you’ll let me.
Monica
 
I stare at the words for a long time, bombarded by thoughts and emotions. I wish I’d had someone to help me through my pain and guilt. I wonder what I’d be like now if I had someone who really understood. I hope Reece talked to her. Maybe he did. Evan said Monica helped Reece after Julia’s death.
A slimy feeling coats my skin as I tuck the note back in the drawer. I’m sorry I snooped but feel better about Monica. She’s nicer than Evan lead me to believe.
I decide to steer clear of personal items, but it’s hard to accomplish since this is Reece’s room. A couple of books lay scattered across the top of his desk. They look old, with worn covers and yellowed bindings. Checking the copyright pages, I notice they date before 1960. I pick up one, Of Mice and Men, and start reading, wondering if it was a school assignment.
Immersed in the story, I’m caught by surprise when I hear a door open in the living room. I’m laying on my side on Reece’s bed and I jerk upright, unsure what to do.
“Julia?” Reece calls.
I sag back down in relief as he appears in the doorway. “You scared the crap out of me.”
He flops on the bed next to my legs. “I told you I’d be home around four.”
“Yeah, well I don’t see any clocks anywhere. I didn’t know what time it was.”
He reaches past me to the nightstand and picks up a plastic square. He presses a button and a digital display comes up. “See? My alarm clock.”
I sit up. “How was I supposed to know? We don’t have anything like that where I’m from.”
He sits cross-legged. “Tell me about your world and I’ll tell you about mine.”
I belly laugh. “That’s like the cheesiest pickup line ever.”
He cocks his head to the side with a wary look.
“Never mind. Must be a cultural reference.”
We sit on his bed, and I tell him about where I live and what my life is like. I tell him about going to the pool and hanging out with friends.
He can’t believe people sit by bodies of water, unprotected in full sun. “Why? Why risk your skin like that? Don’t you get skin cancers from sun exposure?”
“Well, yeah, we can, but we like to be tan. You know, your skin turns brown.” After I say it, an image of a rotisserie chicken pops into my head, which makes me giggle.
His mouth sags open as though I told him the most idiotic thing in the world.
I shrug. “Yeah, it’s stupid.”
The light streaming through his curtains fades and I can barely make out his face as my stomach rumbles.
He hears it and smiles. “I should make you something for dinner.”
“Please, God, not wafers.”
He laughs as he stands, extending his hand to help me off the bed. “No. How about spaghetti?”
“You have spaghetti?”
We walk down the hall side by side, but Reece hasn’t dropped my hand and for some reason I don’t pull it away.
“You are easy to please, aren’t you?” He teases as his hand lets go.
I expect him to pull out a pot and boil water. Instead he takes two pouches out of the cabinet and puts them into a rectangular box.
He looks up at my surprised face. “It’s a microwave oven. It heats up food.”
I grin. “We have those too.”
When the spaghetti is done, we sit at the counter and eat. Reece tells me about growing up in his world, which sounds remarkably similar to mine. He just can’t hang out outside.
“You said Evan went to school today. How did he explain why he was gone? Didn’t people know he was missing?”
“Everyone thought he was sick. Dr. Whittaker worried that Evan went off somewhere to kill himself. Given his position, it was an embarrassment. He figured if Evan didn’t, he’d be back, so they told people he was sick.”
“Would Evan really do that?”
“Evan was willing to risk his life to cross a universe to find you, what do you think?”
I touch my lips with my fingertips. He risked his life to find me. He risked his life to help me escape. Now he’s risking his life to save mine. And I repaid him by kissing Reece. The spaghetti in my stomach rolls in protest.
Reece touches my arm. “Julia, it’s not your fault.” I have no doubt he means our kiss.
“Really? I don’t recall you forcing me to do it.”
“I took advantage of the situation. You were tired and upset.”
I bite my lip. I know better.
“Evan loves you more than he loves himself. You’ve been his life for longer than any of us can remember, his entire reason for existence.”
Tears spill over my eyelashes. “I’m not her.”
He sighs. “I know.”
I stare into his face. He looks paler than this morning with dark circles under his eyes. I wonder when he slept last.
“You know, you look really tired. Why don’t you go to bed? I’ll sleep on the sofa.”
He shakes his head. “You sleep on the bed and I’ll sleep out here.”
I want to protest, but I know he’ll never give in. We clean up dinner and I go into the bathroom. When I come out, he’s in his room picking clothes off the floor.
I sit on the edge of the bed. “You don’t have to do that.”
“I know. I needed to do it anyway.”
A folded nightgown lays on top of his pillow and my fingers touch the soft folds. “Your mom’s?”
“Yeah.” He throws his clothes into a pile in the closet. “It’s not a big deal.”
But the tone of his voice tells me it is.
“Thanks.” I murmur.
He stands in the doorway. “It’s just a stupid nightgown.”
“Not just the nightgown. For everything.”
He shrugs and walks down the hall.
I shut the door and change into the gown. When I finish, I can’t decide whether I should leave the door closed or open it. The thought of being shut up in the room reminds me too much of my cell, so I open it several inches before climbing into bed.
Sleep is elusive. Just as I drift off, my body jumps and I’m awake. It seems like hours before I finally drift off.
I’m frantically swimming in a lake of icy water, sea monsters chasing close behind. One tugs on my leg, pulling me under the surface. I kick and thrash but can’t break free. My heart pounds in protest as the monster pulls me deeper. My lungs burn as I struggle to hold my breath, but reflex takes over and I suck in a deep breath, my lungs filling with the icy water. I scream, but it comes out a gurgle.
“Julia!”
My eyes fly open. Reece kneels on the bed, leaning over me. The light from the hall makes long shadows across his face.
I’m crying, near hysterical. “I was drowning.”
“It was just a dream.”
Dream or not, I’m terrified. My real life is even more horrifying than my dreams.
He pulls me up and wraps me in a hug. “It’s okay.”
“I don’t think I can sleep any more.” I hiccup.
He brushes a strand of my tear-dampened hair from my cheek. “I’ll lay down with you. I promise I won’t do anything. Just lay here.”
I hate myself for being weak and scared. I wish I was braver, but the need to be with someone is strangling. I nod.
Laying on my side, I face the wall and Reece curls up behind me. He keeps a small distance between us, but the heat of his body warms my back. His arm drapes over my waist, slowly resting its weight, as if he’s testing my reaction. I close my eyes, hating myself for my neediness, yet his closeness makes me feel better.
But so did Evan’s.
Now I’m even more confused. How did I get into this situation?
“Reece?”
“Hmm?”
“Do you think this plan will work? That I’ll go home?”
His slow steady breath fills the silence. “I don’t know,” he finally says.
I clasp his hand in mine. “Thanks for being honest.”
He squeezes in response.
He falls asleep first. The rhythmic sound of his breathing soothes my frayed nerves. I lay still, trying not to disturb him, as my mind tumbles over how everything in my life can feel so wrong, yet so right at the same time.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
AT FIRST, THE pounding is part of my dream. I’m trapped in the trunk of Reece’s car and I’m banging to get out.
I rouse awake as Reece jumps up off the bed.
“Shit.”
My eyes fly open. It’s still dark, which means someone banging on Reece’s front door can’t be a good sign.
He’s already digging in his closet, throwing out the clothes he piled up earlier.
My heart races so fast I must be having a heart attack. “Who is it?”
“I don’t know.” His voice is muffled as he moves a metal trunk. “But you’re not hanging around to find out. Come here.” He grabs my arm and pulls me into the closet. His face is taut. “Hide in here and don’t come out. No matter what I say or what anyone else says. You only come out if I open this door or if I leave and it’s been an hour or longer. Got it?”
“Yes.”
He shoves me down, pushing me through a tiny square at the bottom of the wall.
Garbled voices and banging drifts from the living room.
“Coming!” He shouts, replacing the panel. The trunk scrapes across the floor and bangs into the wall.
I crouch in the small opening. When Reece said it would hide a couple of people, he must have meant dwarfs. Bile rises in my throat as I try to slow my breathing.
“Reece Collins?” A man’s deep voice carries through the walls.
Voices mingle, but I can’t make out the words.
“What took you so long to answer the door?” The man’s voice booms.
“I was asleep.” Reece slurs his words. “It’s four o’clock in the morning. What do you think I’m doing at four in the morning?”
The walls in this house must be paper thin for me to hear their conversation. I’m terrified I’ll make a noise and give myself away.
“Are you alone?”
“My dad’s at work. He’s a doctor at the hospital.”
“I asked if you’re alone.”
“I told you my dad’s at work. My mom took off a few months ago. Yeah, I’m alone.” Reece sounds annoyed.
“So you don’t mind if we check your house?”
“Like I have a say in the matter?” Reece asks.
“Don’t get smart with me, boy. Perhaps your father needs a fine for not teaching you proper respect.”
“Check the house. Knock yourself out.”
Footsteps tromp through the house, moving closer. My heart crashes into my chest and my legs shake. I sit on the floor, and wrap my arms around my bent knees.
Doors bang and the thud of things being thrown around makes the walls shake. If they discover me here, I’m as good as dead. I start feeling around the dark cubbyhole for a way out.
“What are you looking for?” Reece asks. He sounds like he’s in his room.
“Julia Phillips.”
“You’re looking in the wrong place. Julia Phillips is dead.”
“So you deny seeing her within the last few days.”
“I told you. She’s dead. Look it up on your handheld.”
“Then you’ll agree to a lie detector test?” The man asks. He sounds amused.
Reece hesitates. I bite my lip so hard I taste blood. “Again, it’s not like I have a choice,” Reece says. “Sure. Why not?” He adds with a flippant attitude.
I expect them to haul Reece down to police headquarters, but the man tells Reece to sit on his bed.
I search frantically now. All I feel is wall and floor until I reach higher. My hand comes in contact with something long, metallic, and plastic. My fingertips skim the object and my chest seizes. It’s the handle to a gun.
“Stick out your hand.”
I slowly move my fingers sideways and find another gun. My heart tries to leap out of my throat.
“Reece Collins, have you seen Julia Phillips within the last twenty-four hours?”
“No. I don’t see ghosts.” I hear a thud and he grunts.
The man’s voice lowers in a menacing tone. “This is my last warning, boy. You’re too much like your mother for your own good.”
I freeze at the mention of Reece’s mom.
“Do you know the whereabouts of Julia Phillips right now?” The man’s voice sounds familiar.
“Yes.”
Reece is going to give me away. Sweat beads on my neck and forehead as my hand closes around the gun handle. It’s attached somewhere over my head, and I have no idea how to get it down. I don’t even know if it’s loaded.
“She’s buried in the graveyard, out on the edge of town.”
I lay my cheek against the wall and my hand relaxes.
There’s a long silence before a woman says, “He’s telling the truth.”
The man growls. “You have something to do with this, I’m sure of it. Your mother liked to stir up trouble, and the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.” His voice lowers. “When I find out your role in this, you’ll wish you never got involved. But…” He trails off and his words soften. “If you were to cooperate now, we’d show you leniency and trust me, leniency is something you want from me. Now, is there something you want to tell us?”
There’s a pause. “Yeah,” Reece says. “I really appreciate your loyal service to the United Regions. You’re a true patriot and a testimony to us all.”
The sound of a slap fills the silence a moment before Reece groans. My stomach clenches. Why is he antagonizing him?
“General?” the woman asks.
“He’s being a jackass,” he snarls. “I’m watching you, boy. I’m gonna love busting you.”
“Thanks for the notice.” Reece grunts again.
“Let’s clear out,” the voice booms.
Footsteps march through the house, and the front door slams shut. Several minutes later, the panel slides off and a hand appears. “It’s safe.”
I grab his hand and climb out, scared of what I’ll find.
The room is lit by a soft overhead light. Reece’s belongings are scattered everywhere, but it’s his bruised and swollen face that makes me nauseated.
“Oh, Reece. I’m sorry.”
“It’s not your fault.” His words are slurred from his busted lip. He reaches his fingertips up to touch it.
I find a washrag in the bathroom and bring it back to the room. He winces as I dab his lip.
“Why did you aggravate him? They could have really hurt you.”
He glares at the wall. “To get information. And it worked.”
His mom.
“I suspected the general had something to do with her disappearance. Now I know he did.”
“You don’t know that. He only said you were like her.”
He glances up, hate twisting his mouth. “Why would a five-star general know anything about a researcher in a science facility?”
I have no answer to that. I pat his face with the rag. The purple bruises continue to spread, and guilt crushes my chest. “I’m sorry.”
His entire body tenses. “I’m not.”
“You need to put ice on this. Is there some in the kitchen?”
His head jerks in a nod.
I fill a bag with ice and go back to his room. He’s still sitting on the edge of the mattress, his hands fisted on his thighs.
I gently push his shoulders down to the bed, surprised when he complies, then rest the bag on the left side of his face, the one with the most damage.
He looks up at me, his eyes softer. “I’m sorry. I should’ve been more careful. I put you at risk because I couldn’t control my temper.”
“If he had information about your mother, it was worth it. How did you pass the lie detector test?”
“When they asked about Julia Phillips, I thought about the other one. So I told the truth.”
I give him a wry smile. “Clever.”
“Evan isn’t the only smart one,” he says bitterly.
I wonder how long he’s lived in Evan’s shadow. “I know. Trust me, I know.”
His eyes close. His chest rises and falls as he crashes after his adrenaline rush.
They’re watching him now. The general expects Reece to make a move. He probably expects him to show up on the road. To go out there now is to walk into a death trap. “Tell me the truth. Do you have a backup plan?”
“No.”
The blood whooshes in my ears as it rushes from my head. I lean back on the bed.
“We’ll figure out something.” He rubs his forehead. “I knew they’d watch me, but I didn’t expect this. They must be desperate.”
“So what do we do?”
“I don’t know. I need to think.”
We lay still, Reece with his head on the pillow, me across the bottom of the bed. The room is silent except for our breathing. Reece’s is more controlled, mine erratic.
“Why do you have guns in your hole in the closet?”
I don’t think he’s going to answer. Maybe he’s asleep, but how can he be after what we just went through? He takes a deep breath. “They’re my mom’s. She told me about them, and the space, shortly before she disappeared. My dad doesn’t know.”
“But—”
“My mom is irrelevant. We need to figure out what to do with you.” He sits up in frustration.
“Does Evan know?”
“No.” His tone is harsh.
“But—”
He turns to me, rage in his eyes. “I can’t worry about my mom right now. I’m stuck dealing with your situation.”
I push off the bed and stand, hands on my hips. “I don’t need you, Reece. Sorry to inconvenience you.” I march into the living room, knowing just how stupid my statement is. I need him, but he owes me nothing so it sticks in my craw. I’m endangering him just by being here. I have to do this on my own.
He’s on my heels. “Julia, wait.”
I spin to face him, my chest heaving. “I need a pair of shoes. And a coat. I can’t pay you for them, so I’m sorry.” He grabs my arm and I shake it off. “Maybe I can hide in the woods. I’ll walk to the spot in the road. If you’ll just tell how to get there and tell Evan where I went—”
Reece pulls me into an embrace, one hand stroking my hair. “I didn’t mean it. I’m sorry.”
I’m rigid, my anger still billowing, more furious with me than him for blindly following Evan here. My own stupidity put us all at risk. “I need to go. I can’t put you in danger anymore.” I try to pull away, but he holds me firmly to his chest.
“I know you’re scared and mad. You’d be stupid to not be, but you can’t run off. It’ll only make things worse.” He leans back to look into my face, then takes a deep breath and squares his shoulders. “I swear to you, if things go bad, I’ll get you out. I won’t let anything happen to you.” The thrust of his chin and the intensity in his eyes prove he means it.
Why he would do this is a mystery. The answer partially appears when I remember his words yesterday morning. We both blamed ourselves. “What did you do that produces enough guilt to risk your life for someone you hardly know?”
The shock and pain on his face almost makes me regret asking, but I’m trusting him with my life. I deserve an answer.
He swallows, tears filling his eyes. “I made her choose, him or me.”
“So? That doesn’t surprise me. I expected it. You both loved her. She had to choose.”
He drops his arms from my back and runs his shaky hand through his hair. “I didn’t expect her to pick me, but when I asked her to deny she loved me, she refused. I was furious and I called her a coward.” He smashes the palm of his hand into his forehead as though he can erase the memory. “She was upset, and begged me to understand, but I was too pissed and I drove off.” He releases an agonized, strangled sound. “And she followed me.”
And then she crashed.
“I killed her.”
I grab his arms and turn him to face me. “No, you didn’t. It was an accident.”
“If it wasn’t for me she’d be alive. And Evan wouldn’t have chased after you in your world. He wouldn’t have brought you to ours. Because of me, people want to kill you.” He releases a trembling breath. “I keep trying to make things better, but I only make them worse.”
I hug him, resting my chin on his shoulder, unsure what to say.
“I’m sorry, Julia. I’m so sorry.”
We cling to each other and his hand slowly slides up my back, toward the nape of my neck, sending shivers in its wake. “You’re not her,” he whispers. “You’re different. I loved her, but she wasn’t as brave as you are. She never would have threatened to hike to the road on her own.”
I wonder how much of nature versus nurture is true. Six months ago, I’m not sure I would have suggested walking on my own either.
The warmth of his body washes over mine and his breath tickles my ear. The hairs on my arms stand on end. An overwhelming need fills me, something I don’t understand.
“I have to work on a backup plan.” His voice is husky. His fingertips still press into my neck. His chest rises and falls against mine and my breath catches in my throat.
I’m standing on the threshold of a choice, a choice I have no right to make. Fighting for control, I take a step back and break contact. “Uh, yeah. I need to…” I need to get a grip. Now is not the time for this.
He rubs his cheek then winces because of the bruises. “Do you want to go back to bed?”
Blood rushes to my face.
He closes his eyes and shakes his head. “I didn’t… I’m not…” He clears his throat. “I’m going to check on some ideas. If you want to go back to sleep, I’ll work out here.”
I turn away to look into the kitchen. Pink streaks fill the horizon. Not knowing what today holds rattles my fragile mental balance. “No, I couldn’t go back to sleep even if I wanted to.”
He’s behind me, his hand on my shoulder. “Julia.”
My skin burns where his fingers touch. I fight to control my breathing.
“It’s going to be okay.”
I nod. No matter the outcome, I don’t see how my life will ever be okay.
He moves away, and I’m cold without him next to me.
“I’ll turn on the television. It will give you something to do, maybe take your mind off things.”
Music fills the room and I turn to the screen.
“Ah, lucky you. You get to watch the celebratory documentary of the history of the United Regions,” he calls over his shoulder as he walks to his room.
I plop on the sofa, letting the cushions suck me in. “I’ve never been a fan of history.”
He settles next to me, several feet away, with his tablet in his hand. His mouth lifts into a smirk. “That’s good because this is more propaganda than history.”
He concentrates on his task while I watch the screen. Pictures of nuclear mushroom clouds fill the screen. “On October 27, 1962, the history of the world changed,” the narrator announces. Image after image of puffing mushroom clouds and explosions follow one after another. “The toll on humanity was devastating.” Footage of mangled bodies fills the screen. Next is film of endless lines of people streaming out of a decimated and smoldering city. “Those who survived the initial blasts soon succumbed to radiation poisoning, communicable diseases, and starvation.” Stick-thin bodies with swollen bellies appear before my eyes.
“Here comes my favorite part,” Reece says, his eyes still on his handheld.
“The leaders from surviving regions joined together to form a new nation, devoted to peaceful coexistence.”
Patriotic music plays as the leaders’ faces file one after the other.
“Wait for it,” Reece says.
The music builds then drops. “The United Regions of America.” The announcer’s voice is full of pride.
“How many times have you seen this?” I ask.
He snorts. “Hundreds. The television is programmed to play it around the anniversary. For a solid week you can’t watch any other programming until you watch The History of the Illustrious United Regions.”
My mouth drops. “You’re kidding.”
“I wish.”
The history plays out in glorious detail for the next thirteen minutes. By the time the last screen scrolls, I’m almost ready to stay in Reece and Evan’s world just to be part of something so spectacular. Too bad the Committee wants me dead.
“I see what you mean by propaganda.”
“Gotta keep reminding the people how great they are.”
“Are they really that bad?”
Reece looks up, thoughtful. “If you’re an average person willing to live a simple life and do what’s expected of you, it’s a good life.”
“And if you’re not?”
He lifts an eyebrow. “God help you.”
“Why do I have the feeling you don’t fit into the compliant category?”
He laughs. “You know me so well already.”
I laugh and snuggle deeper into the cushion, watching his face as he studies his tablet. My smile falls. I’m going to miss him. How is that possible when I just met him?
The silence is broken by a knock on the door. My breath stops in my chest.
They’ve come back to get me.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
REECE TENSES AS he jumps off the sofa. His eyes are wild. “Who is it?” he calls out, already reaching for my arm.
“Evan.”
I sink back into the cushion releasing the breath I’ve held. Reece lets out a puff of air and his shoulders slump. He unlocks the door and Evan slips through the crack Reece opens.
“What happened to your face?”
“I ran into a door,” Reece sneers. “What do you think? General Ghertner showed up looking for her.”
Evan’s face pales.
“They didn’t find her.” Reece gestures to me. “She’s here safe and sound, although for how long, I can’t say.”
Evan’s head swings my direction. Relief washes over his face as he drops at my feet, pulling me into a hug.
Reece watches, his mouth pressed into a tight line. “I need to go to the bathroom. I’ll give you guys a minute to catch up.” Sarcasm riddles his last words.
I watch him from the corner of my eye as he passes. He shoots a dark look at Evan.
Evan smoothes the hair from the side of my face and I’m suddenly self-conscious.
“I’ve been sick with worry. Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine. I was scared when they showed up, but Reece hid me in a closet.” I stop short of telling him about the hole in the wall. It’s obvious Reece doesn’t want him to know about it.
“I didn’t think they’d check Reece’s house since we haven’t been friends for months. Why did they beat him up?”
I hesitate. “He didn’t exactly cooperate.”
He releases an exasperated breath. “Typical Reece.” He caresses my cheek, staring into my eyes. “You’re really okay?”
I nod. “I’m fine.”
His face lowers, and I close my eyes as his lips touch mine. His kiss is tentative, then desperate. My stomach flutters into my chest.
“I don’t know if I can lose you again.” He whispers against my cheek.
He reminds me of my betrayal with Reece. He’s been hurt so much already. I can’t hurt him anymore. “Then don’t.”
He buries his face into my neck. “You can’t stay.”
“Then come back with me.” The words are out before I even think.
He looks into my face, gauging my reaction. “Do you mean it?”
Do I? I’m confused about what I want but can’t imagine going home to my agonizing loneliness. I decide to turn the question around. “Can you stay? Really? They’ll know you helped me. It can’t be safe for you here.”
His momentary hope fades from his eyes. “But I can’t go back to your Springfield. The police are looking for me there.”
“Then we’ll go somewhere else. We can go anywhere in my world.”
“I hate to break up this little reunion.” Bitterness twists through Reece’s voice. “But we’ve got to figure out how to get you to your world before you bring anyone along.”
I sit back, swamped with guilt. Why should I feel guilty? I came to this world with Evan. Evan’s the one who searched me out.
But Reece helped.
I can’t dwell on this right now.
Evan sits next to me on the sofa, taking my hand in his. Reece sits on the opposite end, glaring at Evan’s hand before his eyes dull. Evan doesn’t seem to notice.
“General Ghertner was here a few hours ago and he thinks I’m in on this whole caper. He’s watching me. And he’s watching the site. I don’t know how we’re going to pull this off.”
Evan leans his elbows on his knees. “Maybe if we wait a few days, or a week, things will die down.”
Reece shakes his head. “My dad comes home tomorrow morning. While I admit he doesn’t pay a lot of attention to what goes on around here, he’s bound to notice a teenage girl living in my room.”
Evan purses his lips. “Let’s look at our options. One, we figure out a way to send her back today. Two, we wait and find somewhere else to hide her until we can send her back. Three, we keep her here and figure out how to make it work.”
“You’re forgetting four, none of the above.” Reece snorts.
“I’m open to suggestions, Reece.”
“Hello.” I wave my hands in front of their faces. “I’m still here.”
Evan grimaces. “Sorry.”
Reece glares. “Let’s figure out what we need to make this work. First, we need the magic black box.”
“It’s in my car. I visited my dad in the office yesterday after school and switched it with a dummy.”
Reece nods, then a hard look crosses his face. “We need weapons. I can get those.”
To my surprise, Evan remains silent.
“You mean like guns?” I ask, looking from boy to boy. “As in shooting people?”
Reece gives me an exasperated look. “This isn’t preschool, Julia. The spot is heavily guarded.”
“No. No way. You guys aren’t going to risk getting shot because of me.”
Evan squeezes my hand. “Julia, we hope it doesn’t come to that. We’re trying to come up with a diversion to get the guards away so there’s only a few to deal with. We’ll take care of them the way we dealt with the guys guarding you at the lab. We shot those guards with tranquilizers.” He pauses. “Nevertheless, we need to be prepared.”
He’s right. They’re both right, but guns make it all too real.
“When did you originally plan to do this?” My stomach is in knots thinking about guns and armed guards.
“This afternoon,” Evan says. “While the security has been moved to guard the president and the Committee. Now, we’re not so sure. Maybe tonight.”
“No,” Reece says. “They’ll expect us tonight. We should stick with this afternoon.”
Evan takes a deep breath. “I have to be at the program this afternoon. They’re watching me too. But if I’m there, they’ll be less cautious at the road.”
They sit in silence.
“I agree.” Reece says, running a hand through his hair. “You know what this means though, right?”
Evan’s eyes are glassy. He swallows. “Yeah.”
My heart stutters. “I don’t know what it means. What does it mean?” Worry and dread worm together and slither though my gut.
Evan looks into my eyes and cups my cheek. “It means I love you, and I’ll do anything to make sure you’re safe. Even if it means letting you go.”
A lump fills my throat and I try to swallow my fear past it. “I still don’t understand.”
“It means that the best time to send you back is this afternoon during the program. I have to be at the program or it will alert the general to our plan. If I’m there, he’ll relax security and you’ll have a chance to get away. It’s our best option.”
My chin quivers.
“Reece will take you there and send you back. He’ll take care of you.” His lower lip trembles. “He’s the only other person I trust.”
“No.” I squeeze out.
He presses his mouth together then lifts it into a tight smile. He raises my hand and brushes it with his lips.
“What about you? Will you be safe? Won’t they suspect you?”
“I’ll be safe, Jules. If you do this while I’m next to my dad, they won’t suspect me.”
“What about Reece? They’ll completely suspect him.”
“Don’t worry about me,” Reece says.
I whip my head to face him.
“I’ve been planning to take off and try to find out what happened to my mom. I have a lead that she might be in the northwest. This is as good a time as any to check it out.”
My head spins. I’m losing both of them. But I never had them to begin with. A black hole sucks away all the hope I’ve gained since Evan found me. I’ll be worse than before I met him.
“No.” I shake my head as I throw myself into Evan’s arms. “No. I’ll stay here. I can’t lose you both.”
Evan stiffens then relaxes as his arms wrap around my back. “You can’t stay. I wish you could, but you’d always be running, and Springfield just isn’t that big of a place to hide. You have to go.”
I cling to his neck.
“I was wrong to come find you. I was wrong to interfere in your life. I’ll never forgive myself for bringing you here.”
He pulls my hands off his neck and stands. Reece stands too and they stare at each other. Evan reaches out his hand and Reece clasps it with his own.
“Take care of her for me.” Evan’s voice breaks. “Make sure she gets through okay.”
Reece gives a quick nod and clears his throat. “This is goodbye, then.” He pulls Evan into an embrace and claps his back. “You’re like a brother to me, even after everything.”
“If you ever need anything, I’m here for you.” Evan says.
“And you the same.” Reece drops his arms and clears his throat. “I’m going to my room so you can say goodbye.”
Reece walks down the hall as I sit on the sofa watching Evan. He stares down at me, tears in his eyes. I stand, twisting my hands in front of me. I’ve already clung to him. I don’t want to embarrass myself anymore.
Evan lets out a ragged breath and pulls me to his chest, his mouth finding mine. I kiss him with all my fear and despair, throwing my arms around his neck and holding him close.
“I have to go now, Julia.”
“No. Please.” It’s a whine, but I’m desperate.
He lifts his head and stares into my face. “I wish I’d never found you.”
Tears burn my eyes. “Don’t say that. I felt so hopeless and dead before you. You saved me.”
He shakes his head. “No. Someone else would have found you or you would have saved yourself. I was wrong to come.”
“You’re saying that everything between us was wrong.”
He shakes his head as a tear falls down his cheek. “I’m saying it wasn’t my right to do it.”
Fury rises and I glare at him. “I’m not sorry.”
His fingers stroke my cheek and he smiles. “I love you. You, and her. I love you both. I know you think I can’t tell the difference, but I see it. You’re stubborn and sarcastic. She was none of those things. You feel responsible for things that are out of your control, even though I wish you’d give yourself a break and realize some things aren’t your fault. Take care of yourself, Julia, and please try to be happy. For me.”
He kisses me again and before I can protest, he drops his arms and disappears out the door.
I throw myself on the sofa with the intention of sobbing my heart out, but I stop, tears streaming down my cheeks. I have to accept this. I have no choice.
Reece comes into the room and finds me staring at the wall. He stands next to the sofa, rocking on his feet. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah.” I can’t bring myself to look at him. “When do we leave?”
“A couple hours.”
“I think I’m going to take a shower.”
“Okay.”
I take my time in the bathroom, wanting to be alone. I’ve dealt with my pain on my own before, why change now? When I turn off the water, Reece knocks on the door and tells me there’s a change of clothes outside the door. Another pair of jeans, a tank top, a long-sleeve shirt, a pair of shoes, and underwear. I’m too sad to be embarrassed. I brush my hair and go into the kitchen, only because my stomach’s growling.
Reece is on the sofa and looks up when I pass him. I get out milk and the box of cereal.
He stands and walks toward me. “How are you?”
I pour cereal into my bowl. “Peachy.”
“Do you want to talk about it?”
My head snaps up. “Talk about what? Let’s just get to the stupid road and send me home.”
He touches my shoulder and I shrug it off.
“Don’t, okay? Just go do what you need to do and I’ll sit around and wait for you guys to figure it all out.”
“That’s not fair, Julia. We’re doing this for you.”
I know he’s right but someone needs to explain it to my temper. “Whatever.”
He grunts in frustration. “I’m going to take a shower.”
“Whatever.”
He stomps off and I glare at the soggy flakes in my bowl.
The water turns on in the bathroom. I finish my cereal and rinse out the bowl. As I set it in the sink, there’s a knock at the door. My heart kick-starts and I suck in a deep breath. I move to the entrance of the kitchen and look down the hall. The water’s still running.
The pounding on the door grows louder. I hesitate, unsure whether to ignore it or get Reece. If he was really here alone, he wouldn’t hear it. Still…
I’m about to go down the hall when the door flings open. My eyes widen as I freeze in panic.
“Reece?” A girl’s voice calls out. The open door hides her body. “I know you said you weren’t going this afternoon, but I thought I’d come by anyway.”
I try to duck into the kitchen, but she steps further into the house.
“Oh, my God.” The blood rushes from her face as her hand flies to her mouth.
I reel backward, in shock.
It’s Monica.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
“JULIA?” HER EYES widen as she backs toward the open doorway. “You’re dead.”
I hold up my hands, palms forward. “Wait.” Joy pits against the realization that I can’t let her get away.
“Did you come back to haunt me?” Her lips tremble and she’s still taking small steps backward.
“No, Monica. I’m not a ghost, and even if I were I wouldn’t haunt you.” I’m emphatic, my pulse pounding in my ears. I can’t let her leave, yet I’m worried I’ll scare her out the door.
She stops.
I nearly breathe a sigh of relief.
“But . . . how?”
My mouth hangs open as I struggle with what to tell her. I can’t tell her the truth. “Cryogenics,” I blurt out.
Confusion spreads across her wary face.
“Dr. Whittaker brought me back to life with cryogenics.” I really hope the Monica in this world is as uninterested in science as my Monica was. “He couldn’t stand to see Evan so upset so he brought me back to life.”
She tilts her head and narrows her eyes. “What are you doing at Reece’s house?”
Oh, crap.
“Evan asked me to watch her.” Reece says behind me.
I close my eyes in relief.
“I don’t understand,” Monica says.
Reece walks past me. He’s dressed in jeans and a long-sleeve t-shirt, his wet hair dripping on his shirt. “Come inside and I’ll explain it to you.” He reaches his hands toward her and she glides to him. His arms wrap around her back, pulling her close, and he plants a kiss on her lips.
My jaw drops in shock. I avert my eyes, embarrassed and more than slightly jealous. I had no idea Monica and Reece were together here, although after finding Monica’s letter, it shouldn’t be a total surprise. Part of me protests that he kissed me yesterday, so how can he be kissing her? The fact I kissed both Evan and Reece stares me in the face like a neon sign. Why shouldn’t Reece be an equal opportunity kisser?
I shake my head. There are bigger things to worry about than kissing.
I shoot a dagger of irritation into Reece’s back. He lifts his head as his hand reaches behind Monica and shuts the door. He turns to me as his mouth lifts into the hint of a cocky grin.
I look away with a scowl. What do I care if he kisses Monica or anyone else for that matter?
Reece takes Monica’s arm and leads her to the sofa, sitting next to her. I walk around and sit on the opposite end. Monica and I stare at each other, both cautious.
“I don’t understand,” she says, wide-eyed. She turns to Reece, then back to me. “Why didn’t you or Evan say anything? Does this have anything to do with Evan’s illness the last two weeks?”
My mind scrambles for a response.
“Yes,” Reece says. “Evan was helping his dad.” He drapes his arm over her shoulder, his hand curling around her arm. He pulls her body into his. “We can’t say much about the procedure, in fact, I don’t know much about it. I only know they did it, but,” he pauses for emphasis, “this is top secret. No one can know yet.”
“Why?”
Good question.
“You know the Committee.” He shrugs. “They like to make a production out of everything. It’s part of the big ceremony today.”
“Then why couldn’t you come to the ceremony with me?” She casts a leery glance my direction. “Why isn’t she with Evan?”
It’s really pissing me off how everyone keeps talking about me when I’m right in front of them.
“Because Evan has to be there with his dad. I’m supposed to bring Julia later.”
“Oh.”
I can’t believe she’s buying this. If his story was true, wouldn’t I be with some officials?
She looks at me again, nervous. Her blue eyes are open wide. “So you were dead? And they brought you back?”
Oh dear. “Yeah. I guess so. I just woke up and they told me I’d been dead.” It sounds way more lame falling out of my mouth than it did in my head.
“What…um, what do you remember?” She twists her blonde hair in her fingers, an unfamiliar gesture. It’s a little darker blonde than my Monica’s, but then everyone’s hair seems darker here.
“She hardly has any memories of her life before,” Reece says. “It’s an effect of the cryogenics. They hope her memories will come back.”
Monica relaxes but twists her mouth in confusion. “This is really weird. You were… dead.”
If I hadn’t spent the last few days with the doppelgangers of Reece and Evan I would probably be more freaked out sitting with Monica. I know it isn’t really her, but it’s still strange. Plus, she thinks I was literally dead and brought back to life. That has to be creepy.
I reach my hand across the sofa to her and she hesitates before taking it. I give her a smile and pretend it’s my Monica. “I’ve missed you.”
A mixture of emotions swim through her tear-filled eyes. “I’ve missed you, too.”
Our fingers squeeze and she instantly releases it as though I’ve burned her skin. Something is off.
Reece catches my eye and glances back to his room.
I give him a half smile to let him know I’m okay. Monica’s gaze shifts between the two of us and her face hardens.
“I’ve got to finish getting ready,” Reece says. “Why don’t you girls catch up until I’m done.”
“Sure,” Monica says as he stands. “So…” she fidgets in her seat until Reece shuts the door to his room. “I guess if you don’t remember things, there’s not much to catch up on.” She gives a half-shrug, but her eyes dart around the room.
Wow, Monica’s kind of a bitch. I know I’ve caught her off guard, but still… “Why don’t you tell me some memories of us growing up. Maybe it will help me remember.” It won’t, but I’m curious.
She tells me several stories about Evan and Reece. “Reece is always stirring up some kind of trouble, but Evan smoothes it over. One time when they were in grade school, Reece hacked into the teacher’s computer and when the lesson came up on the screen it read Mr. Benton eats boogers. Mr. Benton and the principal were about to expel him, but Evan convinced them it was part of a research project his dad hired Reece to do. It was completely ridiculous, but they bought it and Reece got off.”
“What about us?” I ask.
“What about us?”
“Were we good friends? Were we close?”
Monica hesitates.
Reece walks into the room and leans his arms on the back of the sofa. “You two were inseparable. Evan and I used to call you Siamese twins.”
I remember the letter Monica wrote Reece, telling him how much she missed me. I have to trust the letter.
Monica reaches up and grabs his hand, keeping her eyes on me. They seem guarded. “It’s so weird how you don’t remember anything.” She twists her hair again. “How about I tell you some stories about us?”
My eyes fill with tears as I give her a smile. This isn’t going how I daydreamed. We’re supposed to hug and cry and tell each other how miserable we’ve been. Hasn’t Monica been miserable without me? “Yeah, I’d like that.”
Reece kisses the top of her head and walks back to his room.
“Where should I begin? How about the time we had a project due in science class about farm animals and you became obsessed with horses.” She laughs.
I smile. “Did I ride horses?”
She freezes. Her nose scrunches up, and she turns her head sideways as she scrutinizes me. “How would you ride a horse? All the horses died almost fifty years ago.”
My face flames. “Uh…”
She continues to study me, then shakes off her serious look. “That freezing process must have scrambled your brain.” She scooches back in her seat. “The report was supposed to be five pages. We were only in second grade, but you were so fascinated with them you wrote ten pages. You were an overachiever, even then.” The way she says it makes it sound like I’m a freak.
A lump forms in the back of my throat. If she’s my best friend here, I wonder what my enemies are like.
“That’s why you and Evan are so perfect for each other.”
Why isn’t she telling me how she missed late-night slumber parties and talking about boys, and painting each other’s toenails? I remind myself it’s not her, it’s not my Monica, but it still stings.
I can only imagine what Evan went through in my world.
“Aren’t you happy to see me?” I ask.
Her eyes widen. “What are you talking about? Of course, I’m happy to see you. I’ve been miserable without you.”
She said what I’ve been waiting to hear, yet it rings untrue.
Monica leans over and hugs me. “This is just so weird.” She scoots several inches away and touches my shoulder. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you cry.”
Maybe she’s right. Maybe I’ve just caught her by such surprise and she’s unsure how to react.
She squeezes my hand. “Evan must be so happy you’re back. He could hardly live without you.”
“That’s what I keep hearing.”
We sit in an awkward silence.
“So you and Reece…” My voice trails off. “How long have you been…” What do they call it here? Dating? Going together? Make out partners? “… together?”
Her expression freezes and she lowers her voice. “After you… you know, died. We were both so upset and we needed each other. They say misery loves company and we were both pretty miserable. We’ve been together three months now. I don’t know how I would have survived without Reece.”
“I’m so happy for you.” And I am. Someone deserves happiness.
Her hand covers mine. “Thanks, Jules. That means so much to me.”
But a flash of déjà vu fills my head. Monica’s angry face. A face I never saw my Monica make. I shake it away.
“Are you okay?” she asks. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
“Yeah…”
Her face softens. “The last six months I wondered what would have happened if things had turned out differently. If you hadn’t crashed. Everyone would be happier, that’s for sure,” she says with a laugh. “But I wonder, if Reece and I would be together. You know? Was it your death that brought us together or would we have been together anyway?”
“I don’t know. I know he cares about you.”
She looks hopeful. “Really? Did he say anything about me?”
Funny, I don’t remember him mentioning her at all. “Well, no… but I can tell.”
She studies me with hardened eyes. She tilts her head as if sizing me up, then her face breaks into a bright smile. “Hey, I have a photo screen with lots of pictures in my car. Why don’t you come out and see it? They say a picture’s worth a thousand words.” She laughs, but it sounds brittle.
I look back to Reece’s closed door. “I don’t know. I’m not supposed to go outside. The sun and all.”
Her eyebrows furrow. “What the heck happened to you? Your brain must have got freezer burn. The sun….” She snorts. “I promise not to let the sun get you. And everyone is at the celebration already. No one’s going to see you if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“I don’t know.” My stomach twists into a pretzel.
She stands and takes my hand. Her eyes plead with me and her lips form a pout. “Please?”
She’s transformed into my Monica and my heart aches with my loss. How can I pass up the opportunity to spend time with her one last time? “Okay. But I don’t have a coat…”
“You don’t need a coat. We’re just going out for a minute.” With a playful tug, she pulls me up and out the front door.
I look over my shoulder. “Maybe we should tell Reece…”
“Reece isn’t stupid. He’ll figure it out.”
We walk out the door onto a covered porch. The air nips through my shirt and I wrap my free arm around my chest. Monica leads me down the covered sidewalk, practically skipping to the driveway. She opens the passenger door of a compact car, similar to Reece’s. “Come on, get in. It’ll be like old times.”
I shake my head. “No, I shouldn’t go anywhere.”
She laughs, pushing me in. “Who said anything about going somewhere? Let’s just sit in the car like we did before we got out driver’s licenses. We used to spend hours pretending we were driving.”
I can’t come up with an argument so I slide into the seat, déjà vu washing over me as she comes around the other side. My breath comes in short pants. I can’t have a panic attack now.
She places both hands on the steering wheel, grinning ear to ear. “Goodness, this reminds me of some fun times.”
The only feelings I dredge up are ominous.
“Do you want Reece?” Her light, happy tone is gone.
My head feels light. I’m sure I’ve heard her wrong.
“I saw the way you looked at him.” Her voice is hard.
“I, uh…I’m with Evan.”
“Are you?”
I reach for the car door handle. “I don’t want to talk about this right now.” I pull on the handle and nothing happens.
“You can’t go in yet.”
Something hovers in the back of my mind. A memory that’s not mine. It’s blurry and out of focus.
“You can’t have them both.” Her voice is so low I barely hear it, but the words echo in my head.
You can’t have them both.
You can’t have them both.
The world blacks out and I’m falling, spiraling in my mind until I land in a memory that isn’t mine.
I run out the crumbling doors of the old deserted church that hangs on the edge of the dead forest, the cemetery looming off to the side.
“Reece!”
He turns around, standing at the top of the stairs.“Say it, Julia. Say the words ‘I don’t love you.’” His eyes seethe with anger.
A lump forms in my throat. “I can’t.”
“Then why are you still with him?”
I stand in silence, tears streaming down my face.
He runs down the steps ahead of me, his longer legs gaining him distance.
“Reece! Please! Let me explain.”
He climbs in his car. Gravel flies as he tears out of the parking lot.
I jerk my car door open and slide in. Monica sits in the passenger seat.
“Did you tell him?” she asks, her face hard.
“No, I couldn’t.” My voice breaks.
“What do you mean you couldn’t?”
I back up the car without even looking, then shift into drive.
“Where are you going?”
“I have to find him.”
I turn the car away from town, the direction Reece has gone. Toward the abandoned playground and picnic shelter.
“Leave him alone, Julia. Haven’t you hurt him enough?”
The road is blurry through my tears. “I can’t. I think I love him.”
“No!” she shouts and grabs my arm. “You love Evan. You can’t have them both! If you’d just let him go then he’d . . .” her voice trails off.
“He’d what?” I see his car ahead and I floor the acceleration pedal, trying to catch up. I turn to look at her and I know.
I know.
My stomach churns and I’m sure I’m going to throw up.
She loves him, too.
She sees the recognition in my eyes and doesn’t hold back. “You’re a selfish bitch!” she screams. “He’s loved you forever and you just string him along. Let him go, Julia!”
“I can’t!” My vision blurs again. His car’s getting closer.
She grabs the steering wheel. “I’m not going to let you do this to him. Or me!”
I jerk the wheel from her grip. The car swerves on the uneven asphalt. I try to correct the turn but overcompensate, the tires squealing as we skid off the road.
Glass shatters as I feel the impact. Intense pain and pressure fill my chest and my vision darkens, but I struggle against it. “Monica?”
I turn my head to find her. She’s strapped in the seat next to me, blood trickles down into her eye from a gash on her forehead. “Oh God! Julia!” Her voice rises in panic and her hands tremble as they hover inches above my shoulder, not touching.
Tires shriek in the distance and the blackness returns, creeping in from my peripheral vision. I struggle to breathe, surprised by the sound of gurgling. I look down. The steering wheel has impaled my chest.
Monica cries harder.
“Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God.” A voice outside the car window chants.
I turn my head to see Reece through the shattered side window, pale and shaking.
“Reece.”
His eyes are wide, and his mouth hangs open in shock.
“Reece, I think I’m dying.”
He smothers an anguished moan and violently shakes his head. “The hell you are. Don’t you leave me, Newbie.” He yanks on the door, but the crumpled side refuses to budge.
“I don’t think I have a choice.” I cough and taste iron.
Monica screams hysterically. I stare into Reece’s eyes and lift my hand toward him but can’t find the strength to raise it high enough. He reaches in and grabs for it, lacing my fingers through his.
“Don’t leave me,” I whisper.
“I’m not going anywhere.” His grip on my hand tightens.
The corners of my lips lift into a smile.
Tears pour down his face. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay.”
“I don’t care who you pick. I don’t care if you don’t love me, just don’t leave me. Please.” He begs.
His voice grows fainter, and I try to say I can’t stay, but cough instead and begin to choke.
“Julia!” he sobs uncontrollably.
“I love you,” I whisper. Or do I? Everything is dark and muffled. Fading.
And then I’m gone.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
WHEN I COME to my senses, the car is moving. Still disoriented, I reach for the dashboard to steady myself. “Monica?”
“You remembered, didn’t you?”
My heart thumps wildly. “Where are we going?”
“You got a dazed look and sat there saying things. Things you said that day. You remembered.”
“Where are we going?”
Her hands hold the steering wheel in a tight grip and she leans over it, her gaze intent. “They came to my house.”
Panic festers. “Who came to your house?”
“They asked if I saw you and I thought they were loons. Of course, I hadn’t seen you! You were dead. But you’re not dead. And not only are you not dead, but you’re with my boyfriend. My boyfriend!” Her eyes shift from side to side.
“Who came to your house?”
“It was an accident.” She whips her head around to me. “You know it was an accident.”
“It was an accident.” I repeat, swallowing bile.
“But after you were gone, Reece…he finally looked at me. Me. And then I was so happy. I had everything I always wanted. But then you came back. Why did you come back? I saw the way he looked at you. Still. He loves you still. After everything, he loves you still.”
“Who came to your house?”
“General Ghertner.”
Oh, God. I reach for the door handle, jerking as hard as I can even though we’re traveling at least fifty miles an hour. The door doesn’t budge. “Where are we going, Monica?”
“He came to my house this morning and told me that you might show up. That you were dangerous. That you looked like you, but it’s not really you. He said you’ll hurt everyone who loved you.” She looks at me with wild eyes. “Clearly, you’re dangerous. You’re trying to steal Reece.”
“No, you’re wrong, Monica. I’m not stealing Reece. I’m with Evan, remember?”
Her eyes narrow. “Then why were you at his house?”
I fight my rising hysteria. “He’s taking me to the ceremony, remember? Let’s go back and talk to Reece. He’ll straighten out everything.”
She bites her lower lip and shakes her head. “He said you were tricky and you’d try to talk me out of it.”
My breath is shaky. “Talk you out of what?”
“Turning you in.”
I jerk the door handle with renewed energy. When nothing budges, I start looking around the car for something to break the window.
“Why did you come back?” she asks.
“Evan brought me. See? I want Evan.” I lean over the backseat, looking for something hard. There’s nothing.
“As long as you’re here, you’ll always be a threat. General Ghertner said you’ll infect us and make us do bad things. You’re like a disease.”
There’s a car approaching behind us. Oh, please let it be Reece. “No! I promise I’m not going to hurt anyone. And I’m not staying! I’m leaving and Evan is helping me go. So is Reece. That’s why I was at his house.” As soon as I say it, I realize my deadly mistake.
Her eyes narrow. “So Evan is part of all of this, too.”
“I didn’t say that.”
In the distance, a huge crowd fills the street in an open square covered by a giant tarp. Monica slows down.
“You did. You said he was helping you. You’ve infected him. I can’t let you infect Reece.” She gives me a quick glance before turning back to the road. Part of her mania slips away. “I loved you like a sister, but you were always so perfect. No one can live up to that. You were like this supernova that dazzled everyone you met. I stood in your shadows until you died.” She gives me another glance with tear-filled eyes. “I missed you like crazy, but I could finally breathe. I could finally be me without being compared to you all the time. I lived with guilt over that for awhile, especially since the accident was my fault.” Her voice hardens. “But God help me, I don’t want you to come back.”
Her words send a jolt of pain. The fingers of rejection wrap around my heart and squeeze, making me gasp for breath. For six months, I would have given anything, even my own life, to bring her back. I would have sold my soul for just a few minutes with her, yet she so flippantly tosses my life away. Her words mock my grief, suggesting the months of self-punishment mean nothing. That I’ve thrown my life away for no purpose. I remind myself it’s not me she’s talking about, and she’s not my Monica, yet anger pulses, washing away my grief.
I won’t let her do this. “General Ghertner was right. I’m not her.”
She shakes her head. “This is so confusing. You look just like her. Even if you’re not, I have to turn you in. I can’t let you infect Reece. I can’t lose him.”
The car gains on us. I see Reece’s face in the windshield.
“I need to find the general,” she mutters to herself. “He said to go directly to him and no one else.”
If I don’t stop her, she’ll not only turn me in but Evan and Reece too.
“Monica, let’s just stop and work this out.”
“There’s nothing to work out!”
I have to do something to stop her. I reach for the steering wheel.
She shoves me away and I slam into the panel of the passenger door, my ears ringing.
“You don’t think I expected that?” she screams. “I thought you’d try it sooner. He told me you were dangerous and would do anything to get away.”
“You’re crazy!” I shout, lunging for the steering wheel again.
The car jerks forward as Reece hits us from behind.
Monica’s chin lifts with a gasp of distress. “I’m too late. You’ve infected Reece.”
He hits us again, from the side this time, and we run off the road. Our car bounces and slams into the corner of a house.
Not again.
I’m not wearing a seatbelt and I hurtle forward, my face hitting the dashboard. My head swims in a sea of darkness.
“Julia!” Reece screams outside.
I try to clear the fog.
“Julia.” Reece’s breathless voice is next to me. The glass in the door has shattered. His hand moves up my arms and on my shoulders. “Are you hurt?”
I reach up to touch a gash on my cheek. “Just my head, I think.” I turn to check on Monica, but the driver’s door is open and she’s gone. “Monica.”
“Shit!” Reece kicks the car door. “Where’s she going?
I jerk on the door handle again, pounding the panel when it doesn’t open. “The general.”
“Son of a…” He opens the car door from the outside. “We have to stop her. And we have to get you out of the sun.” He’s wearing a jacket with the hood pulled over his head.
I get out and wait for the world to stop spinning. We sprint after her, but Reece is faster and I’m slowing him down. “Go!” I shout. “Stop her!”
“No.” His eyes are hard. “We stay together.”
I look ahead to the crowd, Monica nowhere in sight. “Evan.”
He grabs my hand. “I know.”
We run through the crowd, the act itself drawing attention.
“Do you know where to find him?” I ask, clinging to Reece’s hand, scared I’ll lose him.
“Yeah.” He points to an enormous stage on a platform too high for us to climb.
I stop. My grip jerks him back. “It’s hopeless.”
“The hell it is.” He pulls me and we run, skirting the outside of the mob.
A voice booms over a PA system. “…this joyous occasion when we celebrate the perseverance of the human race.”
We’re closer and I see him. Evan’s sitting next to his father, wearing a grim expression that matches every other face on the stage. I have no idea how we’ll reach him in the middle of the Committee, on display before thousands of people. My only consolation is that General Ghertner is one row and several chairs to the left of Evan.
“We have to stop her, Reece. We have to find Monica and stop her before she gets to General Ghertner.”
Two guards patrolling the crowd work their way toward us. I lift my gaze to Reece. Alarm fills his eyes. He wraps an arm around me and turns our backs to them. I push out a breath as they pass.
We step several feet away from the edge of the crowd. Reece looks toward the stage. “No. We need to head to the portal. She can’t get to the general so we might have enough time.” He reaches up his hand and wipes blood from my cheek, then swipes it on his jeans.
I shake my head, anger rising. “You’ll have to drag me kicking and screaming. I’m not leaving him here, knowing they’ll do heaven knows what to him.”
“That’s not what Evan wants.”
“What Evan wants. What you want.” I mimic. “What about asking what I want? I’m not leaving unless I know he’s safe.”
He groans. “Finding Monica is going to be like finding a needle in a haystack.”
“Then we need to think like her.”
He gives me a blank stare.
“Okay, she’s running in the crowd looking for the general, but he’s on the stage and he told her to only report to him. She was acting pretty wacko in the car, but surely she’s not going to rush the stage, right? So what’s she going to do? She ran into the crowd. Where’s she going to wait?”
“She’ll probably find our friends. We usually meet as a group.”
“So we find them and hope they don’t believe her crazy nonsense about me being alive. Only we can’t let them see me.”
“I’m not leaving you.”
“When we get close, I’ll hang back out of sight. You’ll convince them she’s had a mental breakdown and you need to take her home.”
His eyes brighten. “It just might work.”
I put my hand on my hip and purse my lips. “Maybe next time you guys will ask for my opinion.”
“Point taken.”
“How much time do we have?” An undercurrent of dread hums in my head.
“About thirty minutes until it’s over.”
We weave through the mob, searching out Reece and Evan’s friends and moving out of the way of the roaming patrols. Ten minutes later, we find them. Monica stands in the middle. She’s waving her hands in animated gestures.
We stop and I take a deep breath. “Where will you take her? Do we have time to take her home?”
“No, I’ll hide her somewhere here.” He pauses. “I’ll shoot her with my tranquilizer gun.” His eyes narrow with determination, but his voice lacks the same conviction.
I remind myself even though she’s trying to turn me in, she’s still Reece’s girlfriend.
“But first we have to find somewhere for you to hide.”
Their friends are close to the edge of the crowd. Off to the side are several trash dumpsters. “I’ll hide behind those. That way I can see you, but I’m out of sight.”
Reece is reluctant but finally agrees. I have to pry his hand from mine so we can split up.
“I’ll wait until you come back for me. Then we’ll get Evan and go.”
He pulls me into a hug. “Don’t leave me,” he whispers in my ear, reminding me of another time and another place.
I choke back tears and shake my head. I can’t find the words to answer.
I push through the people and hide behind the dumpster. Reece wanders into his group of friends. A couple of guys slap his back and he approaches Monica, who’s wide-eyed and wary. Reece hugs her and talks to their friends, several of which shake their heads. She’s arguing with them, but they wear looks of pity. Reece puts his arm around Monica’s back and leads her away. She turns back, shouting as they pass the dumpsters, “She’s alive! I saw her!”
Another patrol approaches toward Reece and Monica. My breath catches in my throat. If they hear Monica, they’ll catch us all. My back tenses, prepared to run.
Reece glances in their direction and stops, turning Monica to face him. He whispers in her ear and smoothes her hair. She stops shouting and looks up at him, yearning in her eyes. He leans down and kisses her, pulling her tightly to his body. The guards pass, casting a glance in their direction. They move on, yet Reece still kisses her with an aching tenderness. Choking back tears, I realize he’s telling her goodbye. He lifts his head with a sad smile. He kisses her forehead as they disappear toward the back of the gathering. I turn my gaze toward the platform incapable of dealing with the mix of emotions Reece and Monica have stirred.
The president is talking. She speaks in a monotone about the accomplishments of the United Regions. Her voice lulls the people into dazed stares as they listen. I’m tired from lack of sleep, but my fear makes me alert. I shiver, reminded that I don’t have a coat.
“Miranda, the view is better here.”
My head jerks up. That’s my father’s voice.
I peek my head around the corner. My parents and Anna work their way through the bodies to get closer to the stage.
“John, isn’t this close enough?” my mom asks.
“Just a little bit farther. It’s not every year the president attends our celebration.” He smiles at her and she shakes her head with a grin. It sounds exactly like something my dad would have said before our lives got screwed up.
They look happy. How can they be happy when I’m not with them? No wait, I didn’t leave them. The other Julia did. Dad puts his arm around Anna’s shoulder and she looks up, her eyes shining. Maybe this is what my family at home will look like if I leave. Maybe they’ll find more peace if I’m gone.
I chew on this thought, forcing myself to stay in my spot even though everything in me begs to go to them. It’s a ridiculous idea. I’ll freak them out if they see me.
“Done.” Reece says in my ear and I jump, banging my shoulder into the dumpster. The container vibrates and echoes through the gathering. Thankfully, no one seems to notice.
“I moved my car while I was at it. We need it later.”
I glance over my shoulder at him. “Are you okay?”
His eyes look sad, but he nods. “Let’s go.” He grabs my arm and pulls me up.
“I’m sorry.”
He twists his mouth into a grimace.
I rub my hands up and down my arms.
“Here.” Reece takes off his jacket and hands it to me. “Put this on.”
“I’m not taking your coat. You’ll get cold.”
He pushes my hand into a sleeve. “You need the hood. If people recognize you, we’ll be in a bigger mess. I should have thought of it sooner.”
I slip into the other sleeve and pull the hood over my head, pointing. “My parents are over there. We’ll have to avoid them.”
“That must be weird.”
“Tell me about it.” I cast a glance back to the happy family as we move away. Sadness billows. They aren’t my family. This isn’t my world.
We drift to the opposite side, where Evan’s sitting. Reece leans into my ear. “We’ll have to wait until it’s over and try to grab him then.” He takes a deep breath. “We should just go to the road and send you back now. Later there’ll be more guards and it’ll be next to impossible. We stopped Monica, so the danger’s over.”
He’s right that now is our best chance to get away, but Monica will still tell them about Evan and Reece’s involvement when someone finds her. Reece might not be around to suffer the consequences, but Evan will. “No, we wait for Evan. I won’t leave without him.”
“I knew you’d say that,” he grumbles. “You might be killing us all.”
“Then I’ll do it myself.”
But he stays by my side as we push through several more people. A woman grabs my arm. “Julia?”
I freeze, my eyes widening in fear. She has dark brown hair, flecked with grey, but her face has fewer wrinkles than I’d expect. In any case, I don’t know who she is.
“Oh, my goodness, it is you!” She says, her face animated with excitement. “You’re supposed to be dead!”
“Uh…I…” I stammer trying to pull out of her grasp.
Reece pats the woman’s hand holding my arm. “I’m sorry. You have Theresa mistaken for someone else,” he says in an apologetic tone, as though she’s senile.
The blood in my veins has turned to sludge. I can’t think straight.
“No,” she shakes her head. “I’d know her anywhere. It’s Julia.” She turns to me, tears in her eyes. “Where have you been all this time?” She pats my cheek with her free hand.
Reece shoots me a dark look.
I find my voice. “He’s right. I’m Theresa. I’m sorry for your loss, though.” I manage to jerk my arm from her hand.
“Yes, we’re very sorry,” Reece murmurs as he sweeps an arm around my waist and pulls me away.
“Julia!” she calls after me.
“Do not look back at her,” Reece sneers into my ear.
“I’m not.” I say, although I was tempted until he said it. My whole body shakes from the encounter. I can’t believe we were so close to getting caught.
“We’ve been careless.” Reece hisses. “We’ve got to get you out of this crowd before someone else recognizes you and alerts the guards you’re here.”
The president finishes her speech and the people cheer. She graces them with her crystalline smile and returns to her seat.
“It’s almost over,” Reece says. “Maybe we can catch Evan before your long lost friend tells the whole world you’re alive.”
“I don’t even know her. That wasn’t my fault,” I grumble.
“If you just went to the portal already it wouldn’t have happened,” he growls. “I say we go now.”
I pull the hood further down my forehead. “Well, that’s not happening. If you don’t want to deal with it, go ahead and take off and I’ll find Evan myself.”
He swears under his breath.
We’re still a good distance from the stage. “What will Evan do when it’s done? Where will he go?”
“There’s a private reception for the Committee. He’ll go to that. We need to intercept him before he goes.”
I groan in frustration. “This would all be easier if you had cell phones! We could just text him.”
“That might actually mean something if I knew what it meant.”
I feel like kicking him but refrain. I need him to be able to run.
The Committee files off the stage while patriotic music blares. We border the edge of the audience.
“We need to hide,” he says. “They’re going to spot us this close, and we don’t need that woman to be able to point us out. This is a suicide mission as it stands. No reason to tip the balance more to their side.”
We move behind giant speakers and sound equipment boxes close to the platform. Reece’s eyes narrow as he scans the people. “We need to get someone to take him a message.”
“How do you plan to do that?”
His mouth lifts into a cocky smile, but his eyes are cold. “With the power of persuasion.”
“Which one of us is going to be persuasive?”
He snorts. “Very funny. Watch and learn.” He saunters toward a girl in the crowd who looks like she’s a little younger than us. He leans into her ear and points toward Evan, who’s about to exit the stage. She looks up at him with a hopeful expression and nods eagerly. Reece bends toward her and lifts a strand of her hair.
A ping of jealousy pricks my ego.
He kisses her cheek and a blush follows, making her face an adorable shade of pink. Poor girl. She’s going to be majorly disappointed when she comes back and finds him gone.
The girl walks toward the platform and Reece stands in place, watching her go. She turns around at the corner and he gives her a wave until she disappears.
“You’re quite the heartbreaker,” I say when he returns.
“You should know.” It’s meant to be funny, but there’s truth under the surface.
An overwhelming sorrow fills me. No matter what I do, it won’t be right. “I’m sorry.”
He shrugs.
We wait an eternity before Evan appears at the back corner of the platform, scanning the audience. He wears a smile, but his eyes look worried.
I tense at the sight of him. “What did you tell that girl?”
“I told her to find Evan and tell him: every time a bell rings an angel gets its wings.”
My eyes widen as I look over my shoulder at him. “It’s a Wonderful Life?”
“It’s our code for ‘only God can get us out of this mess.’ We’ve used it a zillion times before. Amazingly enough, we’ve gotten out of all them so far. Let’s hope our luck holds up.”
Now seems like a bad time to point out that my luck sucks.
Evan moves toward us, his eyes growing more frantic the farther he gets from the stage. A group of guards approaches him and stops. Evan casts a glance over his shoulder toward the platform then gives them a smile. He says something and starts to walk past, but one of the men grabs Evan’s arm. Two guards flank him on either side. Evan’s eyes narrow as his shoulders square. A fifth guard approaches with the woman we encountered.
I suck in a breath as Reece tenses behind me.
The guard says something to Evan before he leans down to talk to her, patting her arm. The guards give them their full attention. His eyes soften with a sympathetic look as he shakes his head. His mouth is moving, but he’s too far away to hear what he says. The woman points to the area that we encountered her in. The guards turn their heads to where she points.
“We need to be prepared to run,” Reece whispers in my ear.
I want to argue, but we’ll get Evan in more trouble if they find me here. I stuff down my fear and dismay.
Evan is talking to her in earnest, his eyes filling with tears. He grips both her arms in his hands. Her shoulders slump and he pulls her into a hug. She breaks free and wanders back into the dispersing crowd.
Indecision wavers over Evan’s face for a split second before stern resolve replaces it. Evan talks to the guards, and half rush off to the area the woman pointed. The other half toward the stage. Evan stands in place, watching the guards hurry off into the crowd, his eyes narrowed with concern.
Reece steps around the corner of the equipment box we’re hiding behind and catches Evan’s attention. Evan moves in our direction, murmuring apologies to the people he jostles. When he rounds the corner, he pulls me into an embrace. “What happened? Why are you still here?”
Reece and I fill him in on Monica.
“Crap.” He runs a hand through his hair and slumps his shoulders. “How could you let your aunt see you?”
“My aunt?” I ask in shock. “I’ve never seen her before.”
“She’s your dad’s brother’s wife.”
“My dad’s brother died when they were kids. He drowned swimming in a pond.”
“Well, he’s very much alive here and very much married. Your Aunt Barbara is sure it was you and not some girl named Theresa. She came to me because she knew how devastated I was over…she thought I should know you were still alive.”
“I’m sorry,” I mumble, even though I don’t know how I could have prevented it.
“Now we have two people who’ve seen you. Monica and Barbara. Unfortunately, neither of those issues is our biggest worry.”
My back stiffens as Reece’s head jerks up. How could this get worse?
“General Ghertner is sending a surveillance team through the portal tonight. Around ten o’clock.”
“Why?”
His eyes harden. “They want what your world has.”
I sag against the boxes, leaning back my head as I take deep breaths.
“How can we stop them?” Reece asks.
Evan shakes his head. “I don’t know, but I do know we have to beat them through before they realize I stole the box. First we need to figure out how to get out there. They’re heavily guarding the road. I think we should park as close as we can and hike through the woods.” He looks at me.
“Like we did in my world?”
He nods. His eyes pierce mine, as though he’s trying to tell me something.
“Okay.” Reece squares his shoulders. “Let’s stop wasting time and get this show on the road.”
“I’m going to go back and make up a story for my dad. I’ll catch up with you later.”
I shake my head. “No. No way. We’re like the Three Musketeers. All for one and one for all. We stay together.”
“Julia, we’ll look too conspicuous together,” Reece says. “We need to split up.”
Evan glances toward the stage. “Reece, take her and meet me behind the church. If I’m not there in an hour, go without me.”
My chest tightens. “No. I’m staying with you.”
Evan grabs my arms and leans into my face. “Julia, I’m recognizable. You can’t be seen with me. You just can’t. Go with Reece and I’ll meet you there.”
Tears fill my eyes. “No. You said if you didn’t show up, to go without you.”
A gust of wind blows a chunk of hair into my face. He reaches up and tucks it behind my ear. “You always need a backup plan. That’s all it is. Don’t worry. I’ll be there. I traveled through a universe. I can make it behind a church.”
I throw my arms around his neck. “Promise?”
“Promise.”
I turn my face and my lips find his. As he kisses me, I soak in the rightness I feel when I’m in his arms. With Evan, I’m safe and cherished.
He gently pushes me way. “An hour, Reece. Don’t wait a minute longer.”
Reece purses his lips. “Okay.”
Evan disappears into the crowd, and Reece grabs my hand and leads me toward his car. We walk in silence as foreboding creeps up my spine, spreading tendrils of dread in its wake. I’ve never been a believer in premonition, but I can’t ignore the apprehension burrowed in my gut.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
“HOW MUCH LONGER?” I ask, stomping my feet. The wind has a bitter bite, but the church blocks most of it. Nevertheless, I’ll wait here all night if I have to. If I can convince Reece to.
“Five minutes.”
I step around the corner of the church to get a better view of the road and Reece drags me back. “Julia, don’t be stupid. If he’s out there, he’ll get here. Walking out where people can see you won’t make him magically appear.”
I jerk my arm out of his grasp. He’s right and it pisses me off. At least it’s better than standing behind a building in the shadows like a coward.
I take deep breaths to sooth my anger and look out into the cemetery. It’s weird being here, even weirder knowing there’s a headstone out there with my name on it. Ironically enough, it’s where Monica’s is in my world.
I sulk in silence, kicking dirt as I look out behind the church. Dead tree limbs litter the forest, or what’s left of it. I can’t imagine a world without trees. Or animals. Or being in sunshine. Evan’s world wants that. What will they do to get it?
Reece lets out a loud exhale. “It’s time.”
“We can’t go. You don’t have the magic box.”
Reece pats his backpack. “Evan brought it in this morning when you were in the shower.”
I cross my arms. “I’m not going anywhere.”
“You heard Evan.”
“Five more minutes.”
We glare at each other in a show down. I lift my chin refusing to back down.
“I’ll carry you if I have to.”
“Oh, you’d like that wouldn’t you, player.”
“What the hell does that mean?”
I make my glare more penetrating, furious that the reference is lost on him.
“What are you still doing here?”
Reece and I whip around. Evan sneaks from the trees behind us.
“Evan!” I run to him, throwing my arms around his neck.
“Hey, I told you I’d be here.” He looks over at Reece. “But you’re not supposed to be. Why are you still here?”
“Your girlfriend’s a pain in the ass.”
Evan grins. “Tell me something I don’t know.”
I smack his arm. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go.”
Reece shrugs off his pack and opens it, handing Evan the black box and two guns. I look away, the sight making my stomach roll. I hope they won’t have to use them. Evan slips something into my pocket, the weight pulling down the hem.
My eyes widen as I look up at him.
“It’s real, not a tranquilizer.”
I shake my head violently. “No. No way. Get it out.”
“I hope you don’t need it, but it’s there if you do. Consider it insurance.”
Before I can protest, he turns back to Reece as they rearrange packs. He slings his over his shoulder. “Okay, let’s go.” Evan grabs my hand and squeezes, his warmth seeping into my cold palm.
“You’re coming back with me now, right?”
He looks down at me with a soft smile. “Yeah.”
I lean my head into his arm. I have no idea what we’ll do when we get to my world, but we’ll figure it out then. We just have to get there first.
Leaving the shelter of the church, the wind is sharp and cuts through my coat as we traipse through the woods, following the path we took the night Evan brought me here. Only in another world. The rays of the sun fade into the horizon. We’re protected from the sunlight, but now we walk in semi-darkness, the crescent moon our only source of light.
I think about the surveillance team wanting to follow us into my world. “Evan, your dad said there were other weak spots. Is that true? This isn’t the only one?”
“Yeah, there’s others scattered around.”
“So why choose this one to send people through? Why now?”
“Well, first, they didn’t know how. My dad just developed the technology to do it a couple months ago. Second, they don’t know much about the portals, but they’ve always assumed there were parallel universes. You know, a universe almost identical, but slightly different. So the other worlds would be just like ours. Worthless. But then we told them about your world and everything it offers. Now they want it.”
“But your dad said that your Julia and I were in the same exact spot in the road, at the same time. If our worlds are so different, how could that happen?”
He shrugs. “Every time you face a choice, or something happens, the opposite happens in another universe. It’s usually parallel though, because once the choice is made, the universe splits. Let’s say you get a job offer. In the original universe, you decide to take the offer. But in the universe that splits off, you don’t. It’s like the universe divides, kind of like cell division. In mitosis, the cells split with identical DNA. With universes, they split identically too, just the opposite result of the action that created the divide. Obviously, this means there are an infinite number of universes. That’s the theory, anyway. They’ve never been completely sure.
“But in your case, you both were in the same place at the same time and the two actions happened in alternate universes. In our world, Monica lives and Julia died.” His voice softens and he clears his throat. “But in your world, the opposite happened. I don’t know how to attribute it. Fluke? Supreme bad luck? But whatever happened, it created a larger abnormality than any of the others.” He pauses and looks at me. “Remember when I told you I didn’t think the accident was your fault?”
I nod.
“I really don’t think it was. The Julia of our world caused her accident, we know that as a fact. But I investigated yours. The police report says there were no skid marks. You simply ran off the road. I think that you both converged at the same place at the same time, which, I might add, has mathematically impossible odds. The weakness in the barrier between the worlds caused you to crash.”
“So it really wasn’t my fault? I didn’t kill Monica?”
“No, I don’t think so.”
I take a deep breath and it’s as though a boulder has been shrugged off my shoulders. For the first time in months, I’m shed of the tremendous guilt.
We walk in silence for a minute, Reece following behind.
“Can we stop them from following us into my world?”
“We can slow them down. I have the only box, and I screwed up the equations to create another one. But eventually, they’ll figure it out and go through.”
We trudge through the forest. The quiet is eerie, and I can’t figure out what’s wrong until I realize there are no birds calling in the trees. No rustling of leaves blowing the wind. No crunchy foliage underfoot to stomp through. They’ve been gone for years.
I’m freezing as we near the edge of the tree line. Several trucks, like the ones that took Evan and I away the night we came, are parked in the middle of the street. A small building sits on the opposite side of the road, close to the trucks. A light glows from the huge window overlooking the road and a man is perched at a desk. Large spotlights circle the road.
These oddities are the only things that alert me to the unmarked spot on the asphalt that holds a small tear in the universe.
We stop far enough away to hopefully avoid detection. I try to slow my galloping heart while the boys get a head count of the security team and decide how to proceed next.
“There should be more than six guards,” Reece says. He pulls out his tablet and checks the security detail roster. “I don’t understand it. It only lists six.”
Evan sets his backpack on the ground. “Maybe we should just be thankful for our good luck.”
“And ignore the fact we might be walking into a trap?”
Evan pulls binoculars out of his backpack and scans the road. “I’m only detecting heat sources from six bodies, as unbelievable as that is. We should just thank our lucky stars.”
“I still think something’s off.”
Five guards patrol the edge of the road. The sixth is the man in the building. Evan and Reece discuss how to take out the guards so Reece can get inside.
“Why does he need to get in the building?” I ask. “Why not just take out the other guards and go through the portal?”
“There’s a security field around it. Reece has to shut it down. It was fairly easy last time, but we did it at shift change and Reece created a distraction. It won’t be so easy this time.”
Reece pulls a gun out of his backpack and gives me a tight smile when he sees my horror. “Tranquilizer gun. Trust me, I have no desire to kill anyone.” But he tucks another gun into the waistband of his pants.
They decide to sneak as close to the road as they can and shoot the guards with darts. Reece has a small explosive to get the door to the building open.
Evan checks with his binoculars again. “Reece, you go left toward the building while I go right. Julia, you stay hidden here until Reece has the field down.”
My heart pummels my chest. “How will I know it’s down?”
“There’ll be a flash and I’ll tell you to come down.”
Reece reaches for Evan and claps his arm around his back. “Good luck,” Reece says.
“You too, Reece.”
Reece and I stand several feet apart. I look into his face and try to smile as tears burn my eyes. He closes the distance and pulls me into a hug so tight I can’t breathe. “Don’t forget me.” I hear the tears in his voice. He steps back and touches my cheek, underneath the cut. “Take care of yourself, Newbie.”
“Why do you call me, Newbie?” I ask, but already the memory is there, her memory. “Second grade.” My tongue trips on the words. “P.E. We had a soccer unit and your team was full of kids who played and I never had. You called me Newbie.”
His eyes are glassy. He nods, biting his lower lip. “And for another reason.”
“What?” I choke out.
He smiles, his cocky smile that reminds me of a boy back home. “Come back sometime and I’ll tell you.”
And like that, the spell is broken. He turns to the road. “Time to go.” He slides the chamber of his gun and sprints toward the building.
“He could have given me more warning,” Evan grumbles as he runs down the hill.
Gunshots fill the night. I fight the urge to close my eyes. I don’t think I can watch them get shot, but I need to know what’s going on. The guards are caught by surprise, and Reece and Evan take them out easily. Five bodies lying on the ground prove their success.
Evan follows Reece to the building. They try to open the door and fail. Reece puts a disc on it and they duck. There’s a small explosion, and the door swings open as the boys rush in and tranquilize the guard. Evan emerges from the door. Through the window, I see Reece shut the door and apply something from the inside to keep it closed.
Evan sprints into the road, looking toward the trucks. A sharp wind blows and the dead wood in the forest creaks.
The road glows in a ghoulish green light then fades.
“It’s down!” Evan shouts and I bolt down the hill toward him, my chest so tight from fear I can hardly breathe.
As I reach the road, I’m amazed this is working so well, that it could be this easy. And then I see them. About twenty uniformed men run out from behind the trucks. Evan sees them, too.
“What are we going to do?” I ask as Evan takes my hand and we run to the portal.
His eyes harden. “We go on with the plan.”
“We can’t leave him like this, Evan. We can’t,” I cry as soldiers rush the guardhouse, trying to break down the door. Several others run toward us.
He looks at the building then back to me as we stop. His face is so hard it looks like it’s chiseled out of granite. “I know.”
There’s an electrical zap and a hum. A green glow surrounds us and disappears. Relief washes over his face. “Reece put the field back in place. You’re safe now.” He looks into my eyes, but he’s acting strange. There’s something he’s not telling me.
My breath comes in quick pants as I try to figure out what it is.
He pulls out the box he used to cross over before. “This box can’t leave this spot while it’s turned on. If it does, it could permanently damage both worlds.” His eyes burn into mine. “Do you understand?”
I nod, wondering why he’s telling me this.
He flips some switches, then his eyes penetrate mine. “Once the field is on, anything in the field can go out but nothing can come in.” The meaning of his words sinks in, and my legs tremble. He holds me up, bringing my body to his chest. He takes a deep breath and releases it in a ragged sigh. “I love you, Julia. God, I love you more than I could love anyone. Ever.” He takes a breath and casts a glance toward Reece. “But I love him too.”
I know. I know before he says it. I’m screaming but it’s only in my head. The night only holds the hum of the field and the shouts of the guards.
The air undulates as the ground shakes.
He kisses me, full of love and false promise.
“No, no, no.” I try to say as he kisses me goodbye. We can’t have gotten this close, this far, to lose each other. ”Let me stay. I’ll help you. Please, Evan. Please!” I’m begging but I don’t care. I have no shame, only a gaping wound where my soul is supposed to be.
“It’s too dangerous for you here. You need to go home. I’ll try to figure out a way to keep them from following you. So you’ll be safe.”
Which means he can’t find me either. “No! I’d rather be in danger than lose you. Please.”
The air ripples and I can’t see anything around us.
“No matter where we both are, I’ll always love you.” He kisses my forehead and drops his arms. He turns and dives out through the waves of air. I lose sight of him, and I don’t understand why the ground is still shaking, why the air is sucking the breath out of me.
The box.
Where’s the freaking box?
I look all over the ground. Where did he put it? Where is it?
I pat my body and find a lump in each of the sides of my jacket. He slipped the box into my left pocket while he kissed me. I tug on it, but it gets caught on the edge of the seam. I pull frantically until it jerks out and I stare at the knobs and switches. “How do I turn it off?” I scream, but the waves suck all sound away.
I can’t go. I can’t leave him. What am I going to do?
I hurl the box to the ground and run, pushing against hurricane force winds.
A flash of light fills the space around me and there’s nothing.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
I FALL TO the ground, dirt and rocks digging through my jeans and tearing my jacket. The sky fills with a bright white light. The sounds of gunfire and shouts fill the air. I scramble to my feet and charge into the forest where we came from.
Evan hides behind a tree on the opposite side of the road. He shoots at the guards surrounding the building where Reece is trapped. Evan looks back toward the portal. He’s too far away to read his expression.
More bodies lay across the road, only these have blood draining onto the asphalt. I try to hold back my nausea but fail, retching in the dirt.
“Reece!” Evan shouts. “We’ve got to go!” He shoots another guard rushing for the door. I count twelve bodies.
Reece swings the door open as another guard rushes for it. Reece fires at the guard, who stumbles in the doorway, then shudders and collapses.
I stay at the edge of the forest, unsure what to do. I’m positive Evan and Reece don’t know I’m still here, and I don’t want them to leave me behind. But I don’t want to alert the gunman to my presence either.
Reece is about to run when more guards rush the door. He shoves the body out of the opening with his foot and slams the door closed. The gunmen surround the building and open fire. Reece ducks out of sight. Shattered glass fills the night air, along with the sound of automatic weapons.
Evan moves closer, firing as he runs. Several of the men turn their attention in his direction. Evan ducks behind a fallen log. Wood splinters fly into the air.
I kneel on the hill at the edge of the tree line, searching for some plan to help and come up with nothing. I crawl a couple of paces toward the trucks.
Two men fall onto the street and Evan bursts from behind the tree, running behind the building. A man throws something through the window and smoke shoots out the window.
Reece.
I choke on my hysteria.
Evan shouts as he comes around the side of the building, shooting wildly into the men. Three more fall. Evan kicks the door.
“Reece, get out here!”
The door opens, black smoke rolling out and pouring into the night sky.
Reece stumbles out, falling to his knees. His shoulders heave from his coughing.
The truck obscures the advance of several gunmen toward Evan. He’s caught off guard when they attack. Evan and Reece retreat, Evan dragging Reece behind one of the trucks to use as their shield. I push to my feet and run parallel to the road through the woods, toward the trucks.
The gun bangs into my thigh, reminding me of its presence. Insurance, Evan said. I touch the cold metal with my fingertips, but I can’t bring myself to pull it out. I’ve never fired a gun before, and I don’t want to risk shooting Evan or Reece.
I have a perfect view of the gunmen on the other side of the truck. My entire body pulses with my rapid heartbeat. I can shoot those men and save them. My hand wraps around the handle. A million reasons why I shouldn’t use the gun jostle for attention, but they’re overshadowed by the two reasons I should. I start to pull the gun out of my pocket when I hear a laugh behind me.
“This has proved very entertaining. I have to say, your two boyfriends are more resourceful than I gave them credit for.”
I turn toward the familiar voice, my stomach dropping to the ground. My breath stalls and I force my lungs to inflate.
He chuckles. “But you’re the reason I’m here.”
“Should I be flattered, General Ghertner?” I’m surprised my voice doesn’t shake. Sweat beads on the nape of my neck.
His jowls flap as he laughs again. “It might surprise you that I was one of the few members on the Committee to vote against killing you.”
I lift an eyebrow and try to look strong. I question my success since my knees shake so violently I can hardly stand. Gunshots penetrate the air. I’m desperate to turn around and check on Evan and Reece. Instead, I ask, “What do you want?”
He laughs again, an irritating sound that grates on my sanity. “You’re a valuable asset. You could prove very useful in helping navigate your world. Not to mention the minor detail that the box I have doesn’t work.” He pauses. “But yours does.”
“Why would I want to help you?”
He gestures down to the trucks. “I can think of two reasons.”
I stuff a cry of anguish down my throat. “They’re doing pretty well on their own.”
“Then why did you come back to help them?” He takes slow steps forward until he’s next to me. He stinks of sweat and alcohol. I swallow to keep from vomiting again. He leans into my ear, his oily breath coating my cheek. “But I can ensure that they’ll live long and happy lives. Can you do the same?” His hands grip my shoulders and he turns me to face the road.
My sweaty hand is still in my pocket, gripping the handle of the gun. I’m torn, struggling to make the right decision.
I have to choose between the two boys I love and an entire world. Is it really a choice? Yet, I still can’t make it. “What do I have to do?”
His breath exhales in my ear. “Ah, now that’s a good girl.”
I survey the road. Evan and Reece are still on one side of the truck, out of sight. I only know they’re still alive because the gun battle continues. This fact gives me little comfort.
The gunmen lob an object toward the back of the truck where Evan and Reece hide. An explosion rips through the air, sucking my breath with it.
I have to help them. I start counting men. One, two, three, four. Only four.
“You and I are going down there, and you’re going to take me to your world.”
I don’t have the box. My chest burns with fear, but I nod, not trusting my voice.
My heart is out of control and I struggle to slow down my breathing. My hand is still in my pocket, and my slick palm slides on the handle. The general grips my left arm, his fingers pinching the flesh underneath. I suppress a gasp of pain.
I have to make a decision. I need to do something now.
My index finger curls around the trigger of the gun. I sneak a glance at the general. His eyes glow in the floodlights. His mouth forms an evil sneer.
He thinks he’s won.
The gunmen run around the front of the truck and bolt to where Evan and Reece are hidden.
“No!” I gasp.
“You can put a stop to all of this. Just take me through the portal.”
Shouts fill the air and the gunfire ceases. I almost drop to my knees.
The general notices and smiles. He climbs down the hill. I stumble behind him. Evan and Reece emerge from behind the truck, guards dragging them out into the road. My chest shakes with a hiccupped breath of relief.
Reece’s blackened face lifts and he sees me. He jerks from the guard’s grip, lunging toward us. One of the men hits Reece in the head with the end of his gun. Reece drops to all fours.
Evan searches for the reason for Reece’s bolt, finding me. Bewilderment and terror fill his eyes.
The general yanks me to the road and my chin trembles in panic. Two guards pull Reece to his feet and two more grab Evan’s arms. They drag both boys toward us and force them to their knees about ten feet away. Reece’s chin sags against his chest. One of the guards holds him up by gripping the back of his jacket. Evan lifts his head. His eyes glimmer with fury.
“Julia, let me tell you how this is going to work,” the general says, his tone light and breezy as though we discussing the rules to hopscotch. “You’re going to give me the box. If you don’t, I’ll shoot one of your friends.”
My eyes widen as I suppress a sob.
Evan glances toward the road then back at me, question in his eye.
I barely shake my head.
The light falls from his eyes. Evan has given up hope. Defeat pierces my resolve.
General Ghertner pulls a handgun out of his belt. “Have you ever seen one of these, Julia? I bet not, since you’re not into army things. Perhaps you’ll reconsider your interest.”
He points the gun at Reece’s chest and fires.
I scream and lunge forward, but the general’s grip holds firm.
Reece crumples to the ground as Evan shouts and thrashes in the guards holds.
The general laughs. “He’s not dead. Merely stunned, but it was quite a jolt for him. We can try it on Dr. Whittaker’s son next.”
My loud sobs rent the night air. My knees give out and I fall, but he pulls me back up.
“Where’s the box?”
“Don’t give it to him, Julia,” Evan says.
General Ghertner shoots Evan. He falls to the ground.
I scream. “No!”
“How’s your lesson going so far? Learning much?” His nonchalance terrifies me. He tortures Evan and Reece with no remorse.
“You’re a monster.”
He laughs then his voice hardens. “Where’s the box?” He points his weapon at Reece, who’s still on his hands and knees.
The gun in my pocket lies against my thigh, taunting me with its closeness. Even if I get it out, how can I save both boys and myself?
“I threw it into the woods.” I choke out, pointing my hand across the road. “Over there.”
Several floodlights have been shot out, and dark shadows fall over the street, stopping short of the tree line.
The general waves to two of the guards. “Go search for it.”
As they walk away, Evan pulls himself up into a kneeling position. He searches my face. His eyes burn with apology and regret. I brush my hand against my jacket, the gun hidden beneath. His eyes widen in recognition.
Reece rouses, his head rolling from side to side.
“Reece, get up.” Evan sneers. “Do I have to sic the damn angels on you?”
Reece’s face jerks to Evan. He struggles to get up.
General Ghertner laughs. “Angels won’t save you now.”
The guards on the side of the road have disappeared into the trees.
“What happens next?” Evan asks, lifting his chin.
My hand slowly slides into my pocket.
The general grunts. “I’ll dispose of the garbage.”
My finger searches for the trigger, curling around the cold metal. Can I do this? Who do I shoot first? What if I hit Reece or Evan?
“Isn’t that shortsighted?” Evan asks. “You might need us, especially Julia.” His hands twitch at his sides.
“Everything is expendable.”
Time crawls and every action moves in slow motion. I pull out the gun and jerk out of General Ghertner’s grip, swinging the gun toward him. His eyes widen, and he raises his weapon, but I squeeze my trigger. My hand recoils with the shot, and my body tumbles backward, out of his reach.
He falls to his knees as he clutches his gut. His gun clangs and bounces on the pavement.
Oh, God.
Movement to my side catches my attention. Evan wrestles the gun from the man next to him and shoots. The guard falls to the ground.
Reece struggles with the man behind him, fighting over his weapon. A gunshot fires and the guard collapses. Evan’s gun still points in the guard’s direction.
The men in the woods advance toward us, but Evan runs in their direction, shooting.
General Ghertner moans. I point my gun at him, my hands shaking.
His fingers press against his abdomen then drop. There’s no blood. He sees my shock and grins. “Bulletproof vest. Hell of a kick though.” He lumbers to his feet and spreads his arms wide. “I don’t have a weapon. You’re not going to shoot an unarmed man, are you?”
I try to clear my head. What should I do?
Evan has disappeared into the woods. Gunfire pierces the night air.
The general sees my hesitation and smiles in triumph. He lunges for Reece and puts him in a headlock. Reece gags.
“More army things, Julia. Did you know I can kill a man with my bare hands? Want me to demonstrate?”
“No!” I wrap both hands around the hand of the gun. They shake as I point it at him, but he’s lifted Reece to his feet and placed Reece’s body in front of his.
Reece makes gasping sounds as he claws at the general’s arm.
Tunnel vision narrows my sight, making everything fade from view but the general and Reece. I’m over ten feet away. What if I shoot Reece? What if I miss them both and the general kills Reece anyway?
Reece’s struggling decreases, and he sags into the general as he makes weak attempts to release the hold on his neck.
My chest heaves with agony, and I force myself to take a deep breath. I raise the gun to eye level, my arms outstretched. I find the general’s head in the sight.
General Ghertner snorts. “It takes a trained marksman to make a shot like that. What makes you think you won’t kill your friend?”
My eyes harden. “He’s as good as dead anyway.” I squeeze the trigger.
All I hear is the blast of the gun. All I see is the general’s wide eyes, the disbelief as he stumbles backward with a hole in his forehead. He collapses to the pavement.
Reece falls to the ground, gagging.
I rush to his side. “Are you okay?”
He coughs, struggling to catch his breath. He looks up at me, wide-eyed and annoyed. “You could have killed me.”
If I wasn’t so relieved he’s alive, I’d slap him. “Yeah, you’re welcome.”
He pushes to his feet and I wrap an arm around his waist to help him up.
“Where’s Evan?” He looks across the road.
The forest is quiet, no sound of gunfire.
“Evan!” Panic smothers my reason. I drop my hold from Reece and bolt for the trees.
Reece pulls me back. “Julia, you can’t just run into the woods. We need to find cover in case they’re still out there.” He picks up the general’s gun off the road.
“What if they shot Evan?” My panic returns.
“Then we’ll deal with it then.”
He leads me to the trucks, still coughing, when a single gunshot sounds in the trees.
I tremble, almost collapsing. “Oh, God.”
“You don’t know it was him.”
“EVAN!” I scream. If he’s alive, he’ll answer.
Silence.
“Come on.” Reece grips my wrist. We jog to the trucks, even though the dense smoke pouring out of the building makes it difficult to breath. “We’re going to have to get out of here. It may only be a smoke bomb, but it’s still going to bring the fire department.”
I shake my head so hard I lose my balance. “Not without Evan.”
“I’m giving him two minutes, Julia. Two. Then we leave. No fighting me this time.”
I lean against the side of the truck, biting the fleshy part of my finger. I know Reece is right, yet I don’t know that I can leave Evan. What if he’s hurt? What if he needs us?
Reece opens the driver’s door to the truck and climbs inside. He hops out a few seconds later, reaching a hand toward me. “Come on.”
“No!”
He reaches me in two long strides and roughly grabs my arm. “We’re not leaving yet, but we’re taking this truck. We’re getting in so we’re ready.” His eyes are wild and give him a primal look with his soot-covered face.
I stumble to the door. Reece pushes me in, and I search through the windshield, my vision blurry with unshed tears. I strain to listen.
Reece stands next to the open door. “Evan!”
Silence.
We wait what seems an eternity.
Reece’s shoulders slump and he hangs onto the side of the door, then stands, cold determination on his face. “It’s time.”
I don’t fight him this time, only slump in the seat as he climbs in and starts the engine. He shifts gears and looks at me. “Hold on, this is going to be bumpy.”
The truck rumbles forward and I blink back my tears so I can scan the trees. Reece maneuvers around the bodies littering the road. He’s heading away from the town.
He casts a glance toward me. “We can’t go back to Springfield. We’ll have to take our chances in the wild.”
I don’t care where we go.
We clear the bodies and reach the other side of the portal. Reece stops, searching the forest. A gunshot rings out.
Evan’s still out there somewhere. If the roles were reversed, he’d never leave me. I grab the door handle and open. “I’m not leaving him.” I jump out the door and run around the front of the trunk, toward the woods.
“Julia! Come back!” Reece jumps out and curses as he follows me.
I enter the eerie forest as my heart pounds, my blood heavy with fear. A figure emerges from the shadows of the trees and I lift my gun. “Stop right there!”
“What are you still doing here?” An irritated voice calls out. Evan limps from behind a tree.
I drop my arm and collapse to my knees, crying in relief.
Reece stands next to me. “What took you so long?”
Evan continues toward us, dragging his leg. “I got trapped by a bluff and only had one bullet left. I wanted to make it count.” His left pant leg is torn and bloodstained. He sees the fear in my eyes. “It’s just a cut. I’m fine.” He pulls me off the ground into a hug.
I rest my cheek on his chest, clutching his jacket in a tight grip.
“We need to get out of here,” Reece says. “Reinforcements are going to show up soon.”
I help Evan hobble to the truck. I climb in first and he slides in next to me as Reece settles in the driver’s seat.
Evan looks out the windshield then to Reece. “The wilds?”
“Gotta better idea?”
“Not yet. You still looking for your mother?”
Reece nods.
“Good. She might be able to help us send Julia home.”
Reece and I look at Evan in surprise, but he refuses to elaborate as we drive into the dark and unknown.
***
 
THERE (On the Otherside, Book 2) now available.
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CHAPTER 1
MOVING DAY
AS I DRIVE past the placid façade of Crestwood College’s stately clock tower, I realize that this is the building they refer to as Central Hall. It’s the trademark of the school, and they stamp its image on everything they use to represent them. My acceptance letter had been embossed with its seal. The scent of autumn drifts through my open window along with the deep, echoing bell from the clock as it tolls out the hour. The loud, desolate sound sends a chill over my skin. It is funny to me how something as harmless as a clock tower can be winsome and sinister at the same time.
In the car behind me, my Uncle Jim gives me a couple of short honks of his horn. As I gaze at him in my rearview mirror, I see him gesturing for me to turn left at the next stop sign. His paranoia that I will miss the street to my dorm makes me smile, so I turn on my signal to relieve his anxiety. Crestwood’s campus has only a few streets; if I miss the turn, it won’t be fatal. If I manage to get lost here, then I don’t deserve the academic scholarship they gave me, I think to myself, using my mirror to refresh my lip-gloss.
I ride slowly under the tunneling oak trees that line the pavement. I had always thought that I would go to a larger school—one in a major city, like New York or Chicago, but when Crestwood offered me a full ride with no strings attached, I couldn’t pass up such an amazing opportunity. I mean, who needs a sprawling city if you’re totally broke all the time? And Crestwood is consistently ranked as one of the top private schools in the country for academics. Plus, this way I get to stay in Michigan so I can visit Uncle Jim more often. He’ll only be a few hours away—and he needs me. I’m his only family, just as he is mine.
Unease creeps over me as my dormitory comes into view. I don’t know a single person at Yeats Hall, or even Crestwood for that matter. I had met a few coeds on my brief tour of the school last year, but I had been just a prospective student then, so none of us really bothered to make friends. A fresh wave of panic hits me, or maybe it’s remorse for all the familiar things I’m leaving behind. Don’t stress, I tell myself while taking a deep breath. This place will be the making of you. Everything will be fine.
I park in a spot under a shady elm tree and cut the engine, waiting for my uncle to slip into the spot next to mine. Pulling up next to me, he parks his truck and leaves it idling. With his stereo blaring Baba O’Reily, he is head-banging and playing air guitar to the raging bass.
Normally, something like this would horrify me, especially since he is drawing frowns from the other parents hauling boxes and desk lamps out of their cars, but not today. Today, I’m trying to take a mental snapshot of this moment because it’s so quintessential Uncle Jim.
We had basically raised each other, he and I. When my mom died soon after I was born, he stepped up and assumed guardianship of me. It couldn’t have been easy; he’d been a kid himself at the time, only twenty years old.
As my eyes rove over him, lip-syncing with his mouth curling in a rocker-like scowl, I smile, knowing he is doing it for me. He is trying to make me laugh so that I won’t be nervous.
As I climb out of my old Jeep, I pretend not to notice when small pieces of the rusted door flake off as I close it. “You rock a mean air guitar,” I say after he cuts his engine and grins at me through the truck’s open window.
“I know—missed my calling. I was born to rock,” he replies with hubris, climbing out and joining me.
“Undoubtedly,” I agree. He slips his arm around my shoulder, trapping my long, auburn hair beneath it as he gives me a quick squeeze before letting it drop.
“You ready to check in?” he asks me as he runs his hands through his dark-brown hair, which immediately falls back over his forehead again.
“Yeah,” I nod, handing him a comb from my purse.
He smiles, taking the comb from me. “You know what I like most about you, Evie?” he asks me.
My eyebrow arches. “Umm, I’m not sweaty?” I ask.
His grin deepens, reaching his gray eyes as he shakes his head. “Well, that, and the fact that you think of everything. It makes me worry less about you because I know that you’ll cover every angle before you attack a problem,” he answers.
I give him a furtive glance as I retort, “You know what I like most about you?”
“My musicality?” he asks with a straight face.
I grin because we both know he is completely tone-deaf. “Well, that,” I agree, “and the fact that you always manage to say just the right thing.”
“You liked that?” he asks me while we walk up the sloping sidewalk to the entrance of my new residence. “Good, because I practiced it in the car all the way here.”
“It sounded very parental,” I compliment him as he holds the door for me to enter.
“That’s what I was going for,” he acknowledges, approaching the wide mahogany table in the lobby.
“Evie Claremont,” I say to the perky brunette seated in a wing-backed chair behind the table.
She scans the roster before looking up and asking, “Genevieve Claremont?”
“That’s me,” I breathe nervously, “but everyone just calls me Evie.”
She glances from me to my uncle, and her smile becomes toothy. My Uncle Jim and I both pretend not to notice when she begins flirting with him: me because I’m uncomfortable and him because he’s not into females my age. Anyway, I’m used to it—it happens often; I think that every one of my female friends was in love with my uncle at one point or another.
As she begins outlining all of the upcoming dorm activities for him, I take the time to gaze around at the old building. I know that it was once a home to a wealthy Crestwood family, but they had donated it to the school around the turn of the previous century. The interior is elegant, with ice blue, silken wall-coverings, crown molding, rich deep-brown wainscoting, and leaded-glass windows.
Uncle Jim nudges me before handing me my new keys and motioning with his chin toward the stairs.
“She was friendly,” I tease him as we climb up to the second floor.
He nods his head and feigns ignorance, muttering, “Very nice.”
Locating my room, we open it, and I set my purse down on the low table by the door as I enter. The room comes fully furnished with a single bed, a desk, a dresser, a bedside table, and a small lamp. A bathroom-style sink and a closet are the only other appointments to it.
“Home,” Uncle Jim says with a sanguine glance at me. He must be reading the dark excursion my mind is taking because he adds hurriedly, “Don’t worry; when we get your stuff in here, it won’t feel as strange.”
“I’m not worried,” I say, flashing him a faux grin.
“C’mon,” he says, putting his arm around me and tugging me to the door. “Let’s go get your stuff.”
We get to work unloading my swag from his truck. After bringing a few boxes up several flights of stairs, I stay in my room and begin unpacking them. “Where do you want me to put this box?” my Uncle Jim asks me, breathing heavily and staggering through the doorway.
Narrowing my eyes, I murmur, “Umm, let me think,” while looking for available space on the floor. “What’s in it?” I ask, sifting through the box in front of me.
He grunts before saying, “Judging by the weight, I’d say it has to be either your ex-boyfriend’s dead remains or…books.” Pressing the front of the box against the wall, he tries to keep from dropping it.
“Ah, it must be books—all of my exes are buried in the backyard at home, so pleasant dreams when you get there tonight,” I reply with a smirk, putting my alarm clock on the nightstand near my bed. “You can just set it down by the desk, thanks.” Shuffling across the room, he heaves the box down with a loud thump.
“I was wondering what happened to the last one. The one that took you to the movies…” he replies. He wipes the sweat from his brow with the sleeve of his Ramones t-shirt. Poor Dee Dee Ramone on the front of it looks a little soaked.
Giving him an ironic smile I shrug, “His name was Greg, and like I said…backyard.”
“Good, I never liked him,” he says with the same kind of smile. “Do you want help unpacking these?” he asks, indicating the boxes strewn around the room.
“I’m not sure where I’m going to put everything yet. Maybe I should just do it myself,” I say almost as a question.
“I’ll set up the Internet connection so you can send email and surf,” Uncle Jim says as he finds my laptop and places it on my desk.
“Thanks. I register for classes tomorrow, so I’ll email you—let you know how that goes,” I promise.
He bypasses the dormitory’s LAN and gives me my own Internet access and firewall so that I can maintain my privacy. I can probably do it myself because he taught me how, but I’m grateful that he is taking care of it.
Finishing the set-up, he turns his grayish-blue eyes to me, smiling in triumph. I think my mother also had the same color eyes as her brother and I do, but I have to rely on old, grainy photos of her in order to see them. As for the rest of my physical characteristics, like my auburn hair and my tall, slender frame, they could’ve come from my father’s side of the family, but since neither of us knows who he is, it makes proving that theory slightly difficult.
Uncle Jim loses some of his smile as he looks around and sees there isn’t much left for him to do now. “So, you have your cell phone,” he states as if going over a parental checklist in his head. “If you need anything, you can call me. Do you need any money?”
“You already gave me money,” I say, seeing him reach into his pocket for his wallet. I put my hand on his arm to stop him. “I have more than enough money for all of the beer and drugs I plan on experimenting with,” I tease him gently. “When I blow it all on Internet gambling, I’ll call you.”
He smiles back at me, and I watch the way his eyes crinkle in the corners. I love that. I like to think that I’m responsible for most of the laugh lines around his eyes. “Did I tell you how proud I am of you, Evie?” he asks, his voice soft with affection.
I feel a blush creeping into my cheeks. “Oh, once or twice,” I reply. “Anyway, with me out of the house, you can focus on all of those things you’ve been putting off—maybe check out the Internet dating scene. But…don’t do any background checks on your dates, it takes all the mystery out of it,” I tease him.
It’s sad that I can’t even remember his last girlfriend’s name. Uncle Jim hasn’t had a date in a while. I believe I know the reason for this and it has to do with his line of work. He’s sort of a computer nerd. Working primarily for private investigators, Uncle Jim handles mostly divorce cases, specifically, cheating spouses.
He gains access to the alleged cheating spouse’s computer and clones the hard drive, always with the express permission of the suspicious spouse, since it’s usually considered joint property. Then he delves through emails and bank accounts at his leisure. So, one can make the argument that infidelity keeps our little family afloat, if one is so inclined. I like to think that it’s the reason why he doesn’t really date and not that he took himself out of the game to raise me.
Taking my comment in stride, he replies, “Just for that obnoxious crack, I’m turning your room into a home gym. You’ll have to sleep on the weight bench when you come home to visit.”
“How dare you!” I reply with mock outrage, but I’m trying not to let him see my anxiety. He will be leaving soon and I will be staying here. It has always been just the two of us; I’ve always had him to count on. Tears immediately spring to my eyes at the realization that things will be different.
“I miss you already,” Uncle Jim says, seeing my tears.
I begin to panic at his words, so I run down my own parental checklist. “I did the grocery shopping yesterday, so you should have enough food to last you at least a week. I bought you new razors, and I put them in the drawer in the bathroom. Oh, and I took your suit to the dry cleaners. You have to remember to pick it up on Wednesday because you have to be in court for the Henderson’s divorce case on Friday.”
“I’ll remember,” he says with an indulgent smile.
Inhaling deeply so that I can hold in my tears, I whisper, “I love you.”
“I love you, too,” he replies. Seeing the hint of anxiety in his eyes, he adds, “I want you to call me, you know, if you start having those nightmares again.”
Looking down at the floor, I mumble, “I think now that I’m here they’ll go away.”
“If they don’t, I want you to call me,” he replies, touching my cheek.
“Okay,” I reply in a small voice, and he drops his hand.
“I should get on the road now—I want to avoid the rush hour traffic near Ann Arbor,” he says with forced cheer in his voice. “Everything’s going to be great here. You’re going to love it at Crestwood, Evie,” he says with a reassuring smile.
“Yeah, you’re right. It’ll be stellar,” I reply with forced enthusiasm. “Anyway, you should go—beat the traffic. I’ll walk you out,” I say, pretending that I’m not about to bawl my eyes out.
Holding his hand, I walk with him out to his truck. He gives me a huge bear hug before getting into it. “I’ll come for Homecoming, okay?” he asks through the window.
“Can’t wait,” I say with a ghost of a smile.
As he starts the engine, I bite my lower lip so it won’t tremble. Seeing him smile at me through the glass, my heart accelerates in fear. Uncle Jim gives me a small wave, and I mirror the action, although my hand shakes just a little. When his car drives out of sight, I walk slowly back upstairs.
Turning the key in the lock to my single room, I push the door open. About to step through the doorway, I freeze when I see a shadow move quickly across the wall. It startles me. “Hello?” I inquire, but no one answers me.
Rubbing my eyes, I blink a couple of times before I close my door. I hurry to the windows on the far wall, looking for someone outside my window on the fire escape. It’s empty; the heavy iron grate of the landing is rusty in spots from disuse, appearing as if no one has been out there in a while.
Sighing, I turn from the window and scan the room, taking in the bare walls and empty shelves—it can belong to anyone. It’s like looking at a blank canvas; as if the person that I was prior to this moment with all of the vibrant colors, intricate shapes, and textures that were painted on that canvas throughout my life has no voice here—no future. I just need to unpack my stuff, so I can feel normal, I think to myself.
I choose a box near the sink and begin unpacking it. As I set a picture of Uncle Jim and me on the bedside table, the clock tower of Central Hall scares me by loudly tolling out the hour. Bong…bong…bong…three o’clock. The deep timbre of the bell churns the air ominously. I hope it doesn’t do that all night because that could get really annoying, I think before trying to synchronize my clock to reflect the clock tower’s pronouncement.
Unpacking some of my clothes next, I finish putting them in the drawers. I have more time to kill before I have to walk to the Sage Center. Freshman orientation starts at four o’clock. My plan is to get there just in time to slip in the back of the auditorium and find a seat because the thought of milling around alone in the lobby before the orientation seems very awkward and unappealing.
After making my bed, I feel a little bit better as I lie on the soft coverlet, smelling the scent of home that clings to the blanket. Yawning tiredly, my eyes droop because I haven’t been sleeping well lately. I avoid sleep. When I sleep, I dream, and my dreams make me feel like I’m drowning. Yawning again, I push myself up, looking for another box to unpack so I won’t crash yet. I want to be utterly exhausted when I sleep so that there will be less of a chance that I’ll remember my nightmare.
Finding a small box by the sink, I pick it up and wrestle with the sticky packing tape, trying to rip it off. The tape sticks to my hand as I carry it to my desk, setting it down near the lamp. Pulling the box cutter from the pocket of my denim skirt, I expose the blade.
A shadow darts in front of the window, blotting out the sunlight for a moment. It distracts me so that I look up. In the next second, searing pain registers in my mind as blood runs onto the box. I hiss in pain, dropping the stupid box cutter with a clatter on the desk. As I inspect my finger, blood wells up from a deep cut. Walking to the sink, I run it under the cold water.
It’s not too deep. Maybe I can get away with just putting a bandage on it when I get it to stop bleeding, I think to myself. Finding a small towel to wrap around it, I open the medicine cabinet over the sink that I had stocked earlier. As I fumble with a box of bandages, I apply pressure to my cut. It’s throbbing like I had opened an artery while splotches of red soak through the bone-colored terrycloth.
Ignoring its pulsing ache, I go over to the windows again to see if someone is out there. I examine the fire escape again; I am on the second floor, and the grating is at least twenty feet off the ground. The ladder has to be pushed off of it, so no one can just jump onto it. Sticking my head out the window, I look up, but there is no way to enter it from above either. Feeling shady about it, I close the windows and lock them.
I’m so tired that I’m seeing things, I think, rubbing my eyes with my good hand. I cross back to my bed, flopping onto it to stare at the freshly painted white ceiling. Yawning, I turn my head, reading the clock. My eyes close for a second, and I feel for a moment like I am floating. I jerk my eyes open before pulling one of my pillows to me and hugging it for comfort. Watching the clock in front of me again, I try to stay awake.
Why is my room so cold? I wonder as I turn over on my side. It’s freezing… Opening my eyes, I stare hazily at the vinyl tiles beneath my damp cheek; they stretch out in a checkerboard pattern of muted beige and taupe into a desolate infinity. Touching my fingertips to my aching jaw, I lift my face from a sticky pool on the floor. Thick, red lines of blood slip down my neck to rain like tears onto my elegant top.
Beautiful music of the sweetest resonance sways around me, but it is punctuated by a grating, buzzing sound that is making my head dizzy. Disoriented and nauseous, I look toward the sound of the music.
My eyes fall upon the most beautiful face I have ever seen, but his perfect features are covered in gore. Large streaks of blood mottle the sides of his mouth, running in trails of horror from his face. A slow, sensual smile curls the corners of his lips as he sees me watching him.
Fear, like a choking noose, steals the air from my lungs, forbidding me to turn away from him. Gently, he lifts my hand while softly prying my fingers open. Small silver pendants dangle from a worn brown leather strap in my palm. They catch the light as the beautiful monster takes them from me.
A voice that sounds like my own whispers, “Unravel the life force and lose a soldier, a lover, a friend. Always been there…always there…” Bong… “Can’t stop it from coming…” Bong… “Can’t stop…”



CHAPTER 2
ORIENTATION
…BONG…BONG…
As my eyes fly open, I lurch up in bed—panting heavily, as if I’ve been running laps. My hand instinctively touches my cheek to see if there is anything on it…like blood. When I pull my fingertips back and see that they are clean, I hang my head in misery. My hand drops to my chest, feeling the bludgeoning beat of my heart within it.
Disoriented, I lift my head before focusing my attention on the clock near my bed. It’s four, my mind screams and my heartbeat triples. Freshman orientation…
In a panic, I drag myself out of bed, stumbling to the sink. I turn on the tap and splash some water on my face to wake myself up. Then, I pause. Blinking, I hold up my finger, but I can’t seem to find where I had cut myself. It’s gone—there isn’t even a mark on my skin—nothing to indicate that I’d even scratched myself with that box cutter.
Did I dream that cut? I wonder while my groggy mind struggles to wake up. No, I think, picking up the towel I had used to wrap my finger earlier. My blood is all over it. Searching the room for answers, I see the clock again—it’s past four. I’m missing orientation!
In a hurry, I check my reflection in the mirror again. I stand on my tiptoes and try to see if my denim skirt is appropriate for the orientation. I give it a quick tug to straighten it; it’s more of a micro mini than I’d thought, but I really don’t have time to change it now—it goes well with my sleeveless top. Quickly, I touch up my make-up.
Locking the door to my room, I move through the short hallway that leads to the main hall on the second floor. I jog down the stairs to the reception area and head for the beveled glass doors. Pushing one open and letting it bang closed behind me, I run down the sidewalk toward the auditorium.
It takes me no time at all to become flushed from the mixture of late afternoon sun, exertion, and stress over being late. This should’ve been a nice, casual stroll through the campus, I think, listening to the heavy panting of my breath.
The trees on campus are meticulously laid out to line the paths in arching aisles of green. Legions of birds are nesting in the thick canopy of leaves that stretch far above my head. It would be a beautiful nature walk, had I not been so late. As I listen to the calling birdsong above my ragged breath, I envy those birds for their ability to fly.
Sprinting the last few steps to the Sage Center, I make it just before an elderly woman with a sour expression on her face closes the doors to the auditorium. A grimace of apology crosses my face as her eyes rove over me in disapproval.
“They’re all in there, dear,” she says as she points to the doors at the back of the lobby.
“Thank you,” I murmur.
Taking a moment to catch my breath, I touch my stomach, because it feels slightly off all of a sudden—not hungry or upset—it’s more like the fluttering feeling you get on an airplane when it dips fast in turbulence. But, that isn’t exactly right…it feels like something inside of me is tugging me forward. I must be getting out of shape or something if I feel this strange after only running half a mile.
Walking through the lobby of the auditorium, I’m grateful for the air-conditioning. I haven’t had the occasion to be in this building until today. It’s amazing, and I’m trying not to gawk as I glance around. Intricate floor-to-ceiling windows grace the front of the auditorium, throwing sunlight on the lithe fountain in the center of the marble floor. Diamonds of reflected light dance over the walls and ceiling and illuminate the beautiful bronze statuary frolicking in the midst of cascading water. Wandering over to the fountain, I read the bronze placard at the base of the statue: “A Gift of the Wellington Family.”
Momentarily distracted by the sign, I stumble into an elegant, sweeping staircase that leads up to the second floor balcony area. Blushing, I look around to see if anyone witnessed my faux pas, but the space is mostly empty because everyone has already gone inside.
I hurry over to the heavy wooden doors at the back of the lobby. As I push one open, I pause again just beyond the threshold because the lighting in the auditorium is dimmer than it was outside, making it difficult to see. Before my eyes adjust, I realize I’ve made another crucial mistake when the door slams shut behind me, causing several students seated nearby to turn and stare at me curiously. While feeling like an errorist for all of my blunders, I search in vain for an available seat so I can move away from my conspicuous position by the door.
Someone begins waving his hands a few rows from where I’m standing. “Genevieve…Genevieve,” a loud whisper says.
I move forward before recognition makes me falter and cringe inwardly. The person hailing me with unabashed fervor is the only person I’ve previously met at Crestwood. Alfred is waving to me and gesturing wildly toward the seat next to his, about midway down the aisle. I close my eyes briefly in an attempt to block out the faces of the students who are now openly scrutinizing me.
I hardly know Alfred at all; we’re acquaintances. I’d gotten invited to a Break the Ice Brunch this summer prior to coming to Crestwood. As a prospective Crestwood student, Alfred Standish’s mother had invited other potential freshmen to their home, hoping to find a friend for Alfred before school. It was a nice idea, in theory, but since I’d been the only guest to show up, it turned into more of a stiff interrogation than a cordial brunch. So instead of being an icebreaker, it had felt more like an icemaker.
When I had met Alfred, he hadn’t said much, but had let his mother do all of the talking for him. Secretly, I’m a little concerned about him because I look like a social butterfly next to him. At 5’6” and about 140 pounds, he might be an easy target to bully in the freshman dormitory.
I plaster a smile on my face because avoiding him now that he knows I see him would be a huge dis, so I trudge ahead, feeling like everyone’s eyes are on me. “Hi, Alfred, how was your summer?” I ask, while sitting in the seat next to his.
“It was weak. I didn’t do much, just worked on my multi-slacking,” Alfred replies with a grin. “I was hoping to see you here. You’re the only person I really know at Crestwood.”
“Wow, is that right?” I ask, trying to be supportive. “We have something in common—I’m flying solo here, too. Have I missed anything?” I ask with my eyebrows knitting together.
“No, they’ve just had us marinating here. They haven’t started yet, so you can kick back,” he says, taking in my rigid body language.
I let out a deep breath. “Thanks,” I say, and I feel unexpectedly grateful to be able to talk to someone. I sit back a little easier in my seat trying to chill, but my stomach still feels really strange, like butterflies are taking off inside me.
“You’d better make sure you silence your cell,” Alfred says conspiratorially. “They made an announcement that someone will collect your phone if they hear it. That’s such crap, like we’re still in high school or something,” he mutters, shaking his head.
I reach into my bag and silence my phone. “I bet that irritated some of the bluetools around here,” I smile, referring to the people who always wear their Bluetooth phones, even when they’re not talking on them.
Alfred smirks. “Yeah, you should’ve seen the texters scramble to silence their alerts,” he laughs. “Can you imagine them taking the phone from a dedicated texter? Their worlds would end—no more LOL or BRB—no, it’d be CUL8R.” We both laugh, while his blue eyes crinkle in the corners warmly.
The lights dim in the auditorium, and the crowd slowly begins to quiet as the Dean of Men addresses the audience from the podium at the center of the stage. What ensues is what one expects from an orientation: a brief history of the school, a general dissertation of its traditions, and an overview of the student code of conduct. Snore.
When the dean finishes speaking, an administrator addresses the class regarding freshmen registration. It’ll be conducted using the first initial of the student’s last name. As a C, for Claremont, I’ll enroll earlier in the morning than most other freshmen students. I smile because I know what an advantage this will be in attempting to get the most desirable classes.
Next, a few representatives from the sorority and fraternity houses on campus address us. One student is speaking about the various activities associated with the Greek system. Throughout this dissertation, Alfred is furiously taking notes on the subject, arduously documenting the process on his iPhone. Suddenly, I feel very protective of Alfred. I can picture him at the mercy of some overbearing upperclassmen with a God complex, bent on hazing and control—not a pleasant thought. Alfred seems younger than me, although I’m sure that isn’t the case because we’re both freshmen. Maybe I feel this way because he is what one would term as slight, or maybe it’s because he had done me a solid today by saving me a seat. Since he seems to look at me as a friend, it won’t hurt me to keep an eye on him, just to make sure that he adjusts well to school.
Stifling a yawn, I allow my eyes to wander through the profiles of the students sitting nearby. Just a few rows ahead of me, my gaze halts abruptly on a broad set of shoulders—very masculine shoulders. As my eyes begin traveling upward, I notice the curve of his neck and his strong jaw line—a full mouth that I can only describe as…sensual. He has a straight nose, I note as my eyes continue further up to his eyes, which are very, . . .very…angry? Livid would be a better word to describe the eyes glaring at me across the small space.
My heartbeat accelerates as my cheeks flush at the look of pure malice he sends in my direction. I turn my head to search behind me, hoping to see who has incurred the wrath of the perfection in front of me, but there seems to be no one who stands out as the object of his hatred. I look toward him again in confusion to see if he is still looking this way. My cheeks grow redder when I see that he is and that his expression hasn’t changed at all.
What’s up with hotness? I wonder. He looks like someone definitely broke his crayons. Quickly, I look away from him before I melt from the heat. Who is he? I wonder, trying to see him with my peripheral vision so that he won’t think that I am scoping him. Maybe he’ll be in that freshman directory.
I had gotten a directory with all of the incoming freshman class’s pictures and bios in it. It had been mailed to my house and was put together by the Crestwood Mothers’ Club. I had looked myself up in it and found the senior picture I had been required to send in when I applied to Crestwood. Next to my picture was a brief biography of my high school accomplishments, which, I also assume, was collected from the application I had submitted to the school.
Apparently, privacy isn’t a priority for the Mothers’ Club,
but in this case, I’ll use it to my advantage. Due to my plotting, I barely hear the plan outlining a walk to Arden Lake directly following the orientation. The woman at the podium said something about finding a group? People in the auditorium are beginning to get up and mill around the exits.
“I must’ve been day dreaming there at the end. What was that part about Arden Lake?” I ask Alfred as we rise from our seats.
He stretches his arms as he says, “Oh, we’re supposed to find our groups for the walk to the lake just off campus. It’s a Crestwood tradition for the freshman class to go there for a barbeque. I think your group is that way,” he points, “with the first part of the alphabet. You’re a C, right?” he asks me.
I follow his line of sight to a group of students mingling near the doors at the side of the auditorium. They’re all BlackBerry-jammed together, trying to turn the ring tones of their phones back on.
“Yeah,” I say absently, “I’m a C.”
I miss whatever it is that Alfred says next because I inadvertently stop listening. Instead, my entire focus is riveted on the perfect features of the guy from earlier—the angry one. He is leaning casually against the door to the exit, being surrounded by coeds with flushed, adoring faces. Among his pack of admirers is a cute little blond freshman playing with her cropped hair and touching his arm flirtatiously over something he is saying. As she taps the clipboard in his hand, I wonder if he is the guide for our walk to the lake.
After taking a couple of steps in my group’s direction, I pause because the strangest thing is happening to me. The fluttering, weightless feeling in my stomach that I’ve had since arriving at the auditorium, seems to be increasing in intensity as I move forward. It’s as if velvet-winged Monarchs are taking flight inside of me.
Unconsciously, I take another step in the direction of my group, but I stop when Alfred points and says, “I think that’s my group over there. I wish we were walking together. Maybe we can grab a bite to eat when we get to the lake?” he asks, while looking down at his shoes when the last words are spoken, making him seem really vulnerable. Suddenly, I feel even more protective of Alfred.
“That sounds good, Alfred—um do you have a nickname? Something less formal than Alfred?” I ask as he stares at me. When he doesn’t answer I go on, “You know, like what do your friends at home call you?”
“Umm, my friends, they all call me Alfred,” he replies.
Smiling, I roll my eyes, before asking, “No one calls you Al or Fred, something that doesn’t make you sound like somebody’s grandfather?”
“Uh, no, just Alfred,” he says, mirroring my smile.
“Well, I think that, since we’re going to be friends, and since I’m going to insist that you call me Evie instead of Genevieve, it would be sweet if I could call you by something less formal than Alfred…like Freddie?” I ask, hoping that he won’t object to the nickname.
“Yeah, that’s fine…that’s good…Freddie,” he grins at me, seeming in a daze.
“Okay, we had better go and join our groups,” I say, looking around.
My group appears about ready to leave, but before I join them, I assess Freddie critically. He looks like he’s ready to go on a march with a fascist dictator, not a nature walk to a lake. His white oxford shirt is tightly buttoned at the collar and tucked into a pair of khaki shorts, which is being held up by a navy blue belt. Impulsively, I unbutton the top button of Freddie’s oxford shirt. Then, I muss up the perfectly straight, side-parted hairstyle he is sporting because it looks like Lego hair, like he had snapped it on his head this morning before going out.
“There,” I breathe. “That’s better. Now, untuck your shirt and I’ll see you at the lake.” He walks away from me smiling and untucking his shirt, which is amazingly unwrinkled for having been shoved in his shorts.
As I walk slowly over to my group, I study the face of our handsome group leader as he stands in the same position by the door. When I near him, his eyes lock with mine while his expression darkens into a frown.
It is me! I think anxiously, He hates me! Maybe he only likes blonds. Nervously, I play with a strand of my hair and scan the crowd ahead of me, trying to find a tall person to stand behind—one that will shield my 5’ 9” frame from his line of sight. I locate an extremely tall male and tuck myself behind him.
You’re being a coward and completely irrational, I think, trying to rally my fragile ego. You must be misreading something. He doesn’t hate you; he doesn’t even know you. Maybe he’s having a bad day, or maybe you remind him of someone he does hate.
The distinctive fluttering in my stomach flares up again, making me feel like I’m being propelled lightly forward in the direction of the exit—his direction. Peeking out from around the wall of male I’ve strategically maneuvered behind, I see him coming toward me. Shoot! Here he comes! I think, bracing myself.
In seconds, I’m face to face with the most stunningly beautiful person I’ve ever met. Well, maybe not “face to face” as he is at least five inches taller than me. He’s standing so close to me, that I have to crane my neck to see his eyes; they’re green and almost gray around the edges of his irises.
Leaning in closely to my ear, his breath stirs my hair as he says softly, “This is not your group, and it is time for you to leave now.”
His voice sounds like silk, but there is something very wrong with it. It’s echoing and shifting within my mind, making it seem to go on, like whispering hisses that linger even after his lips stop moving and his breath no longer tickles my hair. A small shiver of fear slips down my spine as every hair on the nape of my neck stands straight up in that moment. Stepping back and looking at his exquisite face, I see an air of expectation in his eyes.
“How do you know I have the wrong group? Have we met?” I ask, quirking my eyebrow, not even attempting to conceal the irritation in my voice.
Confusion briefly clouds his eyes as he processes my response. He seems surprised at my reaction to his directive. He’s probably used to getting his own way. I bet women line up for a chance to please him.
“What is your name?” he asks in a soft, urgent tone, leaning near my ear again. I stiffen again because his voice is making that hissing sound once more.
My eyes narrow, “What’s yours? Mephistopheles?” I counter. “And, what’s with your voice anyway? It’s making my skin crawl,” I ask, rubbing my arms absently in an attempt to alleviate the goose bumps. His voice is more than annoying; it’s insulting. It’s making my brain feel itchy, but I can’t scratch it through my skull.
I am gratified to see that I have startled him; he hides it well, but there had been a definite widening of his eyes and pupil dilation. If I hadn’t been so focused on his eyes, I might have missed it. His face is losing its menacing expression as it’s becoming devoid of emotion. It bothers me because without some indication of his emotion, it is hard to tell what he’s thinking. I glance around in frustration, seeing that we are rapidly gaining the attention of the rest of the group. In fact, the cute blond he had been talking with earlier is assessing me as one does a rival on an opposing team.
When my eyes return to his, he says, “I simply want to check to see if you are on my list.” His tone is smooth and clear, with no creepy undercurrent woven into it. “What is your name?” he asks me, before waving his clipboard back and forth as if to corroborate his statement.
“Evie,” I reply in a near whisper, noticing that we are definitely the objects of scrutiny from the rest of the freshmen in the group.
He peruses the list of names on his clipboard like a bouncer at an exclusive club. I watch him with cautious fascination, knowing full well that he won’t locate an Evie on the roster, and wait to see his reaction. As his head dips low over the list, his dark hair slips down over one eyebrow. My hand wants to brush his hair back into place, to feel the texture of it. How strange—just a moment ago he was creeping me out and now I want to run my fingers through his hair. Maybe I’m schizophrenic, I think warily as the flutters in my stomach dance wildly.
Looking up from scanning the printout, a smug smile graces his lips as he says, “I am sorry, there does not appear to be an Evie anywhere on my list. You must be in a different group after all.”
No, there is definitely no creepy in his voice now. It’s just the voice one expects from someone this appealing—strong and kind of sexy.
“That’s because my name’s Genevieve Claremont, and I am on your list, about half way down in the second column,” I counter quietly. He locates my name easily. “But my friends call me Evie…” I continue with a hint of a smile that trails off, along with my voice as I become aware that he is again frowning at me.
“So you are…Genevieve,” he replies with polite coolness, while tucking the clipboard under his arm. “We should go now; we’re holding up the group.”
He turns then and walks to the front of the crowd of students. Soon, everyone begins to file out of the auditorium. I follow them into the waning sunlight, shuffling toward the back of my group while praying that this will all be over soon.



CHAPTER 3
ARDEN LAKE
I HAVE HEARD it said that if you stay in one place long enough, the whole world would eventually pass by you. I’m not sure if I buy that, but if you have four miles to walk to a lake, while stuck behind a bunch of teenage girls, you will hear quite enough gossip about the place you are in, not to mention the people who reside there, to make that world quite interesting. I have already learned quite enough about Reed Wellington, my beautiful sophomore guide with a penchant for rudeness.
According to Christy, the brunette with the sling-back sandals, Reed is on the Crestwood lacrosse team. He is not affiliated with any fraternity house on campus, but he sometimes attends the parties at the Delt house. He doesn’t have a girlfriend on campus, but it’s generally thought that he has a hometown girl because he’s way too hot not to have someone. He has a house just outside of town, but he didn’t grow up there, he was originally from somewhere “out east.” His family is very wealthy, with residences scattered around the globe, but no one knows much about them—they never seem to visit.
I listen intently to the Reed fan club as they dredge up tidbits of salacious gossip and toss it around like one would an urban legend. The girl with the sandals encrusted with Swarovski crystals heard that Reed’s family was responsible for most of the improvements made to the new science wing at Crestwood. She adds that the Dean is constantly trying to get Reed to be an ambassador for the school.
I snort when I hear this. Ambassador of what, ill will? I think as I plod along.
No sooner had I thought that then I feel a nudge in my side as the tree-like person next to me jabs his elbow into my ribs. I look up to see the guy I had hidden behind earlier in the auditorium looking down on me.
“Shoot,” he says with a twang in his voice that instantly gives away his southern roots, “if they keep goin’ on like this all day, I might be in danger of proposin’ to Reed by the end of this walk…and I don’t even fancy men, if ya know what I mean.”
Grinning at me with two boyish dimples, his warm brown eyes dance. “My name’s Russell, by the way, and before ya ask, I’m from North Carolina, near Asheville,” he informs me.
Clutching my side where there is sure to be a bruise from his well-placed elbow, I laugh at his statement. “North Carolina, huh? What brings you this far north? Let me guess, you just want to experience a Michigan winter?” I ask, seeing him cringe at my sarcasm.
“Ya mean they weren’t messin’ with me when they said all y’all get piles of that cold, white stuff that falls out of the sky?” he asks with a twinkle in his eye. “Where’s that recruiter?” he demands, looking around in faux anger.
“I’m afraid I’m not messin’ with you in the least. So, you were recruited to come to Crestwood?” I ask.
“Yeah, football scholarship. Couldn’t have come here otherwise. I got a full ride, and I get to play ball, too. What’s a little snow compared to that?” he asks innocently.
“Let’s see if you can still make that statement in four months, when football is over for the season, and you’re freezing while walking to class,” I say with a wry smile.
“Well, Red, that sounds just a bit pessimistic to me, and I didn’t have ya pegged as a doubter, but I’ll take ya up on yer wager,” Russell says.
“Red?” I ask in surprise.
“Well, ya haven’t exactly blurted out yer name, and ya have all that hair—I thought it was brown when we were in the Sage Center, but now that we’re outside and the sun’s shinin’ on it, I can see that it’s more red—kinda fiery—ah dang, I don’t know—it’s pretty, that’s all,” Russell stammers as a blush stains his cheeks.
“Ah…thanks, I’m Evie,” I reply, feeling a blush creeping into my own cheeks. “We have something in common,” I go on, trying to lessen the awkwardness of the moment. “I’m here on scholarship, too. Full ride academic, couldn’t have come here otherwise,” I say, trying to mimic his drawl and failing miserably.
“Now, I knew there was somethin’ special ‘bout ya, Red. I have a nose for these things,” he smiles, pointing to his nose, which is slightly crooked as if it had been broken once or twice, but reset so that it just adds character to his face.
Beneath the clear blue autumn sky, Arden Lake appears around the bend in the road. Following the path that winds its way near the cattails at the edge of the water, I catch a glimpse of the snowy white tents in the distance. They grace a small inlet where the water meets the sky in a hazy blending of shapes and colors. The barbeque appears to be in full swing and the aroma as we near the tents is nothing short of mouthwatering.
“I can’t believe we finally made it,” Russell says, as we get closer to the tents. “Walkin’ behind those girls is like herdin’ cats, ya know. It’s pointless to try to hurry ‘em,” he jokes, and I laugh at the mental picture that represents. “Now when I heard the gal talkin’ ‘bout a barbeque, I have to admit I was a bit skeptical, ‘cuz after all, this is the north and y’all may be unaccustomed to the finer points of the grill. But, I’m feelin’ more and more optimistic the closer we get.” His smile is infectious and I grin back. “Can I buy ya supper?” he asks.
“Uh, sure, but I think it’s provided by the school, so maybe I’ll buy you dinner,” I say wryly.
“Wicked, it’s a date,” he says, taking my hand and hurrying me along the path.
Making it to the first tent, the grandeur of it amazes me. Snowy-white linens veil the tables. The chairs are also covered in white linen, which are tied with black satin sashes. Elaborate flower centerpieces adorn the tables and, in the middle of the tent, a large crystal chandelier hangs radiantly over our heads.
Russell gives a low whistle, “Y’all put a new spin on the word barbecue,” he says as he places one of his large hands on the small of my back, leading me toward the line of banquet tables. Handing me a plate, we walk together through the maze of food.
When our plates are full, we shuffle past several tables of diners, toward the back of the tent where there is still available seating. As we near a table that is crammed with athletic looking guys, I hear them trading insults with one another as they scarf down enough food to feed a small village.
One of them, noticing Russell and me, lets out a loud wolf whistle. “Hey, Russell, where’re you going?” Russell ignores him as he ushers me by the rowdy table. “Who’s your friend with the legs?” he calls after us as we continue on. “Aren’t you going to introduce us?”
Smirking over his shoulder, Russell calls back, “Naw, Mason, she’s much too clever for ya.”
Blushing, I scan the tables ahead for a couple of empty chairs. “Friends of yours?” I ask Russell with a raise of my eyebrow. “Do you want to sit with them? I can find somewhere else to sit.”
“Naw,” he says swiftly.
“No, they’re not friends, or no, you don’t want to sit with them?” I ask, continuing to follow him away from the other table.
“No,” he says, “I don’t wanna sit with them, but they’re my crew. Well, some of ‘em are, anyway. Mason is on the team, along with a few of the other guys. The rest are from the dorm, Brady Hall. We’ve been chillin’ together most of the summer, since we had to be here for trainin’ camp. I could use a night off from them, if ya know what I mean.”
Spotting Freddie a few tables ahead of us, sitting alone, I call out to him as we approach. “Freddie! Hey, can we sit here with you?” I ask in relief at finally finding a seat.
As I set my plate down on the table next to where Freddie is sitting, I begin to pull the chair out when it is tugged out of my hand by Russell, who holds it out for me. “Wow,” I say in surprise, “a true southern gentlemen. Your mother must be proud.”
“Yeah, she and my Auntie Emily worked on me for a while, tryin’ to get me to learn some manners, and eventually I caught on when I found out they weren’t gonna let me eat ‘til everyone was seated, and they wouldn’t sit down ‘til I pulled out their chairs for them. When yer fifteen, in the middle of a growth spurt, and havin’ just finished a gruelin’ practice, ya will do just ‘bout anythin’ to get to the food,” Russell says with a laugh.
I laugh too, trying to imagine him at fifteen. He was probably tall and lanky with sharp elbows. He’s not lanky anymore, I think as I covertly assess him. His large frame is filling out the chair, making the chair look delicate by comparison. He looks rugged and maybe a little dangerous, but his dimples offset his powerful physique, making the total package very attractive.
“You’re Russell Marx,” Freddie says next to me as he addresses my dinner companion. “You’re the new quarterback the Chargers just recruited!” he goes on excitedly, and I remember my manners just then.
“I’m sorry, Russell, this is Freddie Standish. Freddie, well, it seems you already know this is Russell,” I explain.
“Aren’t you supposed to be the king of the ‘Hail Mary’ or something like that?” Freddie says to Russell.
“Yeah, well, yes and no. I had a great receiver on my high school team by the name of Wes Larson. Now, Wes was the fastest runner in four counties, and he had hands that could catch any slop I threw. I just had to launch the ball down the field, and damn if that kid didn’t just fly to the other end of the field to get it. Ya see, there’re really only two things ya need for a Hail Mary to be effective: one, ya need a fast receiver, and two, one of these.” As he says this, he pulls out a small metal medallion from his pocket; it’s a Mary medallion.
“See here,” Russell goes on, “in order for the Hail Mary to work properly, ya have to have her on yer side,” he says grinning, showing all of his perfectly straight, white teeth. “This one was a gift from my team.”
I must have a strange look on my face because Russell adds, “Don’t tell me yer an atheist, Red.”
“No, I’m not an atheist,” I reply quietly—my head is spinning.
I have the strangest feeling now. It’s like I’ve met Russell somewhere before–—like I know him–—but not just know him–—it’s something more. He smiles at me, and I feel it again, it’s a distant sort of recognition. Maybe I had read something on the Crestwood website about him, but that doesn’t seem to be it. I think about it through dessert and well into our discussion about the next day’s registration.
I relax in my seat, listening contentedly to Russell and Freddie talk about the football team’s chances this season. Looking over at one of the tent flaps, I notice that the sun is just about to set. “It’s getting dark outside,” I say. “Does anyone know how we’re supposed to get home from here? Are we walking back?”
“No,” Freddie says as he gets up from his seat. “I think they chartered some buses for us to ride back. I heard them pulling up outside when we were getting dessert.”
I start to stand, picking up my bag, and find my chair being drawn back from the table for me. “Thank you,” I say to Russell, trying not to stare into his face, which is becoming more attractive to me by the second. “I think I’ll go and see if I can locate the bathroom before we leave.”
“I’ll go save some seats on the bus for us. I’ll see you over there,” Freddie says, nodding his head in the direction of the front of the tent.
“Thanks, Freddie.” I watch him walk away in that direction.
“The bathroom’s not a bad call, I’ll go with ya, Red,” Russell says.
We walk over to one of the tent flaps near the back of the tent and out into the twilight. We are very near the water now, and the breeze carries with it a balmy scent that is a mixture of the water plants that surround the lake and the water itself. Following the path away from the lake, we locate a small brick building that serves as a public restroom. When I come back out, I see Russell waiting for me a short distance away, on the path back to the lake.
“You waited for me,” I say, a bit in surprise.
“Well, yeah,” he grins, “we can’t have ya walkin’ alone out here at night in such a shady part of town. There could be any number of Crestwood gang bangers ‘round here just waitin’ to jump out at ya from the brush,” Russell says outlandishly.
Sweeping his arm around in a wide, arching motion, he seems to be highlighting the fact that we are completely alone out here. Sensing that his argument is flimsy at best, he flashes his dimples at me and says, “Now, c’mon. The buses are fixin’ to leave without us, and then I’ll be forced to defend ya all the way back to the dorms.” Taking my hand in his, we begin strolling back toward the tents.
“Do they teach charm in the south, or do you just come by it naturally?” I ask him, feeling warmth radiating from his body.
“Why, do ya find me charmin’?” he asks, stopping before we reach the tent to smile down at me again.
About to answer him, I feel a fluttering sensation in my stomach again. Looking around at once, I notice a figure materializing out of the shadows of the large willow tree. Startled, I shy nearer to Russell.
When the figure becomes recognizable as Reed walking toward us out of the darkness of the trees, I grudgingly admit to myself that he has an incredibly sexy way of walking—it’s effortless, fluid. I wonder if he knows how attractive he is just walking, I think, watching him near Russell and me. Some guys adopt a swagger to look more like players, but this is no swagger; this is raw, aggressive power that is restrained just enough for me to admire the strength it takes to control it.
“Genevieve, may I have a word with you?” Reed asks with cool politeness, nearing us on the path. I feel an inexplicable pull toward him that makes me want to comply with his request. Watching Reed’s eyes flicker to Russell, I see his body grow still.
“Ah, sure, Reed, what’s on your mind?” I ask him, trying to focus on something other than how amazing he looks coming out of the darkness.
If I have surprised him by knowing his name, he isn’t showing it as he looks past me to Russell, saying, “The conversation that I have in mind is best executed in private.”
It is a not so subtle hint to Russell to leave. Russell’s posture changes immediately; standing up straighter, Russell begins paying closer attention to Reed. They seem to be assessing one another, sizing each other up.
“Well as you can see, I’m kind of busy right now. Maybe we can set up an appointment later for this private discussion,” I reply because his interruption is so rude. “You might want to set one up for Russell, too, because he indicated earlier he has a proposal to run by you.”
I’m gratified to hear the smothered intake of breath from Russell as he gets the joke I have just made. You don’t fancy him now, I’ll bet, I think wryly.
A look of frustration crosses Reed’s face as it becomes clearer to him that I’m not going to give him my attention now. “When?” Reed asks me abruptly.
“I’m not sure right now. Can I get back to you later?” I ask him slowly.
Clenching his teeth, Reed looks at Russell again, but longer this time as his eyebrows come down slowly into a frown. “Am I interrupting your reunion?” Reed asks us in a thoughtful tone.
“Our what?” Russell asks, looking at me to see if I understand what Reed is saying. Shaking my head, I shrug at Russell.
“It is important that we talk now, Genevieve,” Reed says, dissing Russell by failing to acknowledge him.
My eyes narrow as I say, “I so don’t get you, Reed. When I was in the auditorium, you wanted me to go away, and now that we’re here, you want to talk. What do you want to talk about?” I ask him. I feel like he is about to accuse me of doing something wrong. I think that that clipboard he had earlier must have gone to his head.
“I want to talk about you leaving tonight,” Reed replies coldly, staring at me.
“My leaving…why, have the buses left already? Did we miss the ride back?” I ask him anxiously.
Reed almost looks bored. “I was actually talking about you leaving school. Genevieve, please try to keep up. You cannot really be this naïve,” Reed replies, studying me with a cold detachment. I feel my heartbeat picking up as I try to stop the blush from creeping into my cheeks.
Before I can say anything, Russell asks, “Why would she leave school?”
Still holding my hand, Russell takes a step forward, putting himself just slightly in front of me. It was subtle, but I notice it, and looking at Reed, I can tell that he notices it, too. It seems to be making Reed angry. Never having been in a situation like this, I’m at a loss as to what to do next.
Reed frowns at Russell. “This is between Genevieve and me. If you choose to follow her elsewhere, that is your concern, but she is not staying here,” Reed replies as if he is bored with this conversation and ready for us to go.
“And if she decides to stay, what do ya plan on doin’ ‘bout it?” Russell asks Reed calmly, sounding almost friendly…almost.
Reed’s expression turns serious. “That would be an unfortunate decision for her to make,” he replies in a serious tone, watching Russell close.
Taking a step toward the tent, I tug on Russell’s hand in mine, saying, “Let’s go find the bus. We don’t want to miss it.”
“You go on,” Russell says, refusing to move with me. “Reed and I are just gonna have a little man-to-man, then I’ll meet ya on the bus,” he replies, not taking his eyes off of Reed.
My heartbeat pounds in my ears. “This is stupid,” I say to Russell, trying not to show my growing panic. “He can’t make me leave, so this is pointless. Let’s just go.”
Russell glances at me. “Yer right, he can’t make ya go, but intimidation is another story. Ya weren’t thinkin’ ‘bout intimidatin’ Genevieve, were ya, Reed? ‘Cuz that would be unfortunate,” Russell says in a low, dangerous tone, smiling at Reed smoothly.
Reed’s eyes zero in on our hands clasped together. Then he seems to come to a decision in the next moment as he addresses Russell directly. “You will go to the buses and board one. You will not attempt to communicate with anyone or try to get off the bus until you reach the school. Go now,” Reed orders, using his voice that slithers and hisses.
After tightening his grip on my hand, Russell begins to drag me along the path to the tent. He is moving stiffly, almost involuntarily, like he is trying to fight himself every step of the way.
Something like a growl of frustration comes from Reed before he adds, “Release Genevieve.”
Russell immediately lets go of my hand. He continues on ahead of me, still walking stiffly, not anything like the natural grace that is innate to him.
“Russell, wait!” I say breathlessly, but he doesn’t even look back at me.
In less than a moment, Reed is standing next to me. His voice, silky and sexy again, lacks any undertone as he says, “I have to admit, Genevieve, that boy is determined to protect you. I didn’t think he would have the mental toughness to resist me, but he surprised me when he tried to drag you off with him.”
“What did you do to him?” I ask with what I hope sounds more like indignation, than a high-pitched squeak of fear.
Standing next to me, Reed tilts his head to the side as if listening to something intently. “Your heart is beating so fast, Genevieve…are you afraid?” he ends in a question, seemingly amazed when I just stare at him, my heart still racing. “Calm down, Genevieve. I just want to reason with you. I am sure that you can see that this is not the right place for you.”
“Calm down! Are you serious?” I ask, trying to keep my voice low and even. “I’m sorry, Reed, do I seem tweeked to you?” I snap. What was that? I feel like I just swallowed an entire bottle of cough syrup and am now having a nightmarishly absurd trip.
The hysteria I have been holding off until now begins to grip me. “How did you just make Russell leave?” I ask in a near whisper. Reed frowns, but doesn’t answer. Backing away from him as I gesture with my thumb, pointing it back over my shoulder, I say breathlessly, “I’m gonna go now…I’m sorry this conversation isn’t reading on my awesomeness scale…so later.”
“That is too bad, because this is the most interesting conversation I have had in a long time. I was surprised to find you here, and as you can imagine, I am rarely surprised by anything. I was not expecting to see someone like you at Crestwood; you are quite unique. What are you doing here?” he asks with an air of stern authority that is really quite scary.
“I’m going to school, what does it look like I’m doing?” I ask, trying to hold it together. “And what do you mean by ‘someone like me?’” I ask him with suspicion.
“You know what I mean,” he accuses as his eyebrows draw together.
Momentarily distracted by the flawlessness of his face, I study the perfect symmetry of it, noting that even though he is scowling, it doesn’t detract from how lovely he is. But as the ugliness of his words dawn on me, I feel even more hideous because they are coming from such an attractive person.
“You think I shouldn’t be here just because I can’t pay the tuition? Are you calling me trash?” I ask, feeling myself blush in embarrassment. “I earned the right to be here with every grade I struggled to get, and if you think that I have to stand here and listen to this…this…Urr,” I growl, turning from him.
I begin marching in the direction of the tent because I have to get away from Reed, even though I know it is stupid to turn my back on him. I don’t get far before having to stop because Reed is directly in front of me, blocking the way to the tent. I look over my shoulder in confusion to where he had been standing only seconds ago. The distance doesn’t make sense. When our eyes meet again, icy tremors of fear creep through me. I start to back up, feeling disoriented.
Reed’s hand grips my elbow as he says tightly between his teeth, “That is not what I meant.”
“Then, what did you mean?” I ask, but it’s hard to get the words out above a whisper.
Wrenching my arm, I twist it to try to get him to let go of me. He seems not to notice at all—his arm won’t even move. “I meant,” he says, gritting his teeth, “I was surprised to see someone like you here, with parents like yours.”
In shock, my mouth falls open again before I ask, “What do you know about my parents? You are calling me trash! How can you know about my parents?” I struggle hard against his vise-like grip on my elbow. “Let go of me you total elitist! I can’t believe you’re even speaking to me with my lack of pedigree. I may not be wealthy, Reed, but I’m a decent person. So I’d appreciate it if you’d leave me alone!”
“You may leave when you have answered my questions. In fact, I will insist upon it. Who is your father, Genevieve?” Reed demands.
The blood drains from my face, and I stop struggling. It feels like he punched me in the stomach with that question. Looking away from him, I can’t answer, not only because I don’t know, but also because the sorrow of not knowing and being ridiculed for it just never seems to get easier. It is silly to feel shame over something I have no control over, like this, but reason doesn’t always stand up to pain and come out the victor. My throat tightens and begins to ache. Slowly, I slip the strap of my bag down my arm while reaching my hand inside it.
“You don’t know, do you?” Reed asks in a thoughtful tone, almost to himself. “You don’t know anything…no one knows about you yet…that is the only explanation as to why you’re still here,” he says, studying me. “No one is protecting you. You are all alone, aren’t you?” he asks while he lets my elbow drop from his hand.
I can no longer see his face clearly because my tears are making it impossible, but unfortunately for him, I’ve found what I’ve been searching for in my bag. “I don’t need anyone to protect me when I have this!” I say in a desperate tone.
Pushing the Taser into his side, I release the safety and pull the trigger. The hot, kinetic sizzle of electricity snarls through the gun and into his torso, but Reed doesn’t fall down and start twitching like in the demonstration video. Instead, his eyebrows shoot up in an expression somewhere between disbelief and amazement as he asks, “Are you serious?”
Raw, choking fear, like I’ve never felt before, makes my hands tremble. I drop the Taser. It hits the ground and immediately extinguishes. “I’m sorry, my bad…I’m just going to go now,” I say, backing away from him on shaky legs. “We can talk again later, okay?” I ask in a pleading tone.
Reed doesn’t say anything, but he doesn’t move either, so I continue retreating from him. When I’m a little further away, I turn and flee from him in the direction of the soft pools of light near the tent flaps. As I enter the tent, the caterers are still packing up the tables and chairs and placing them on long carts to take out to their trucks. Stumbling numbly by piles of stained linen tablecloths, I exit the flap where I had entered at the beginning of the evening. Searching around frantically for the buses, I almost begin flipping out when I realize that they are already gone.
Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath in an attempt to calm down. Sweet, this is so perfect! I think sarcastically as I bounce up and down with anxiety. It’s either go back in the tent and beg a ride from the caterers, who probably won’t be leaving for hours, or start walking back to school. Damn!
Unable to contain my urge to flee the scene, I start jogging down the road that winds around the lake. It’s dark now, but there is illumination from a three-quarter moon, making it easier to see the road as it snakes ahead of me. The lake itself is calm; the sound of the water sways gently above the croaking of the frogs, and the rhythmic chirping of the crickets. My mind is a storm by comparison.
I have several questions that need answers: What kind of technology is available that will allow a person’s voice to influence another person? Is it technology? Or is it a technique, like hypnosis? And why did it work on Russell and not on me? Or was Russell fronting? Can Reed and Russell be in this together just to scare me? That last question makes me feel worse than ever, so I run faster toward campus. I don’t let up until I see the hazy glow of lights from the town of Crestwood up ahead.
Civilization, thank God! Relief swamps me at having made it to town, I’m breathing easier, seeing people out walking their dogs in the evening air. It seems safer to be near them—normal—even if they’re complete strangers. The black iron streetlamps lining the sidewalk lead the way through town as I hurry from one pool of light to the next.
Up ahead, someone is running toward me on the sidewalk, hyping up the adrenaline already coursing through my veins. The street lamp bleaches his hair, making it look more surfer-blond than tawny. Exhaling a huge breath, I recognize that it isn’t a slasher come to kill me, but Russell. I experience only a moment of relief. Then, bracing myself, I expect to be knocked down by the impact of Russell’s huge, muscular body plowing into mine. But instead, he catches me in his arms, embracing me in an enormous, bone-crushing hug.
“Red…are…ya…o…kay?” Russell asks, panting and holding me to his chest. He’s damp with sweat, probably from sprinting flat out the moment he had exited the bus.
“Russ…can’t…breathe,” I manage to respond, even as the air in my lungs is being forced out of me. Almost instantly, he eases up, allowing me to draw in a ragged breath. “I’m okay,” I say, “I’m fine. He didn’t hurt me.” Russell’s frown churns in shades—from dark to black—as he continues to pant, looking me over for any obvious signs of trauma. “Really,” I say gently, my eyes meeting his lovely brown ones. “You can put me down now. I’m okay.”
To prove my point, I wiggle my dangling feet. Gently, Russell sets me back on the ground, but he doesn’t release me. Resting his chin on the top of my head, he continues to hug me close to his body.
“Russell, I’m—”
“Shhh.” Russell breathes into my hair. “Just gimme a second here. I have a pretty active imagination, and it was workin’ overtime on the bus all the way back. So just gimme a minute, then I’m gonna walk ya home, and then I’m gonna go find Reed, rip his arm off, and beat him with it.”
“No, Russell, you can’t!” I say, pulling back from his embrace to look up into his brown eyes.
“Yeah, I can, and I’m gonna,” he retorts, just as emphatically.
“No, you really can’t! I’m serious. Reed seems to have some sort of a power of suggestion that can make you do things against your will. He can probably make you beat yourself up and not even lift a finger,” I argue, trying to reason with Russell. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but it didn’t look like it was your idea to leave tonight.”
Russell’s frown darkens. “Naw, that wasn’t my idea. So I’ll get some earplugs. Then I’ll rip his arm off and beat him with it,” Russell states, not at all dissuaded by my objection.
“A good plan—could possibly work, but I have a feeling that there is more to Reed than what we are seeing on the surface,” I say, trying to take another tack.
“Some sort of a gag, so he can’t talk,” Russell says, almost to himself.
“What if Reed can do more than the thing with his voice?” I ask.
“Whaddaya mean, Red?” Russell asks in confusion.
“I mean, what if he can do other stuff, too? Like, after he made you leave us, he said something about my heart,” I explain, trying to remember the conversation with Reed.
“Yer heart?” he asks, attempting to keep up.
“Yeah…Reed said, ‘Your heart is beating so fast, Genevieve,’ and that I should try to calm down,” I say slowly. “But he wasn’t close enough to hear my heart, but it seemed to me that he did hear it—the way his head tilted to the side—like he was listening. It was beating really fast because I was really scared when I saw you leaving.”
“I’m sorry, Evie,” Russell says with a look of horror, “I tried to stop, to turn ‘round and come back for ya, but it was like someone else was in control of me, and I had no choice but to frickin’ cop to it. I’ve never felt so useless in my life,” Russell explains, dipping his head in remorse.
“Stop, Russell, you don’t have to say you’re sorry. I was there—remember? I heard his voice, too,” I say, placing my hand on his arm. “In fact, Reed tried that voice on me a couple of times already, but it doesn’t work on me.” I feel guilty for briefly thinking that Russell was in on this with Reed. It’s obvious that Russell is just as tweeked as I am over what has happened tonight.
“Why does he want ya to leave school?” Russell asks in anger. “And why doesn’t it work on you? ‘Cuz I felt like Elmo.”
“Elmo?” I ask.
“A puppet,” he replies.
“Oh. I don’t know why he wants me to leave. Maybe I don’t have enough bank for him,” I hedge, not wanting to explain to Russell about my upbringing and lack of parental units. “He said something about Crestwood not being right for me.”
“I don’t have money either. What does that matter?” asks Russell furiously.
“I’m not sure,” I reply, feeling uncomfortable about not being completely honest with him. I want to tell him everything, but I can’t seem to bring myself to explain to him how I had been raised, so I can’t tell him about the rest of what Reed had said. I rub my forehead, saying, “I have some questions I need answered before either of us approaches Reed. You have to promise me that you aren’t going to try to talk to him until we know more about how his persuasion works.”
“Did I say I want to talk to him?” he asks me sarcastically. “I can get my point across without sayin’ a word.”
“Promise me,” I say again in a quiet tone.
“So, where’re ya stayin’ anyway? Are ya in Oldmen?” he asks, attempting to evade the pledge.
“No, I’m in Yeats, but don’t try to change the subject,” I counter. “Listen, at least think about your scholarship. You can’t beat someone down and hope to stay on the team, especially not the guy whose family is a main contributor to the school.”
At this, Russell laces his fingers together behind his head and groans in frustration. My argument has hit a nerve, and I feel the tide turning to my side. I feel relief. I’m really concerned about Russell. He appears to be the stronger of the two, but somehow I know that that isn’t the case.
“It wouldn’t be a beat down, Red; this would be more of a good ol’ fashion ass kickin’,” he says, smiling until he sees the look on my face. Then he groans. “Yer tyin’ my hands, Red. The first rule for dealin’ with a bully is to confront him head on, so he knows yer not afraid of him and that yer not gonna stand for his shen,” Russell explains, glaring at me accusingly.
“Shenanigans, huh?” I ask with a ghost of a smile. “Well, I see your point. I’m just saying that maybe we should try getting a look at our bully’s playbook before we challenge him to a game.”
Russell stops then, peering down at me. “Who are ya?” he asks me.
I’m taken aback. That is the second time tonight someone has questioned who I am. “I’m just a girl,” I say, somewhat defensively. We arrive at my dormitory. “Well, this is me,” I say with a sigh, indicating the door to my dorm and fumbling for my key. “I guess I’ll see you around campus, huh?”
“Yeah, especially if ya agree to meet me at the union after registration tomorrow. Ya didn’t boyfriend drop me, so I’m assumin’ it’s all right,” he smiles, waiting for my answer. He means that since I haven’t yet mentioned a boyfriend to him, he is going to assume that I don’t have one.
“No boyfriend to drop. Anyway, we’re just talking,” I reply, smiling back shyly.
“What time do ya register?” Russell asks me, his brown eyes watching me close.
“Umm, in the morning, around eight-thirty, I think. You?” I ask, trying to cover my surprise at his invitation.
“I’m already pre-registered. I just have to go and make it official tomorrow. It shouldn’t take ya more than an hour to register for yer classes. Meet me at the union at around ten o’clock—we’ll go buy our books together,” he says.
“Okay, I’ll see you at ten,” I reply. As I stick the key in the door, I remember something very important. Turning back, I see Russell walking away, so I call out to him, “Hey! You didn’t promise me about confronting Reed!”
“I know,” he calls back over his shoulder as he walks away.
Stumbling up the stairs to my room, I throw my bag down by the door. I’m to my desk with my laptop open before I know what I’m doing. With a fresh email to Uncle Jim ready to go, I want to bludgeon the keys of my keyboard with an account of what had happened to me, but I can’t. My hands shake as they hover above the keys. Remembering my encounter with Reed by the lake, the locomotive beat of my heart far surpasses the idle tempo of the blinking cursor.
How do I explain the kind of phenomena I experienced with Reed to someone and make it sound plausible? It doesn’t really matter if Uncle Jim believes me or not. He would come to Crestwood regardless, but then what? Maybe we can go to the police? But, there is no way they will buy this. I wouldn’t be surprised if they demand a drug test from me on the spot.
So, maybe I should just go home with Uncle Jim. I can enroll in some community college for the semester and hope that I can apply to other universities in the winter. Visions of living at home and working at the mall dance in my head, making me want to cry. I have wanted this my whole life; I want to make something of myself so that if the father I have never met does finally show up, he will see that I’m a success and that he has missed out on me. If I go home now, I can kiss that dream goodbye, at least for the foreseeable future.
Slowly, I begin typing:
Dear Uncle Jim,
Hi, I made it to orientation, and I saw Alfred there. He did me a solid by saving me a seat, which was very sweet of him. Afterward, everyone walked to the lake for a barbeque. I met a friend named Russell, who made a pretty funny joke about how trying to hurry the girls walking in front of us would be as pointless as trying to herd cats. I’m meeting him in the union tomorrow—scandalous. I miss you very much.
Love, Evie
P.S. We were having a pseudo-intellectual conversation about mind control. Do you know of any technology currently available regarding this?
P.P.S. I bought you some Twinkies. They’re behind the cereal on the second shelf in the pantry.
Wiping the tears from my cheeks, I click the send button, reaching a new low.



CHAPTER 4
REGISTRATION
I AM KNOCKED back into consciousness by the viciousness of my nightmare—jolting upright from the shadowy fist that leaves a fiery echo of pain against my cheek. I hold my face in my hands as I wait to make it fully back from the dark. Fear like snake venom slowly begins to ease in my veins, allowing me to breathe easier.
I switch on the lamp, before squinting at my alarm clock—three a.m. I know I should try to go back to sleep for a few hours, but I’m not ready to yet. I feel sweaty and scared, like I’ve been running from the monsters in my dreams for hours.
As I push myself to a sitting position in bed, I jar the dull, gunmetal gray box cutter resting on the bedside table. With a heart-thumping grimace, I remember how wicked-sharp it is. Lifting my finger, I examine it under the soft glow of the yellowish bulb. There is nothing there, no scarring or redness, just smooth skin.
With shaky fingers, I reach for the box cutter, feeling the cold weight of it. Exposing the silvery blade, a little drop of dried blood still clings to it. My blood is the same as everyone else’s; it runs red—no different—normal. I slide my fingertip gently over the blade as the razor edge shines pale against the night.
Occam’s razor, I think. Tend toward a simple theory; the simplest answer is usually correct.
Before I even realize what I’m doing, I press the razor’s edge harder against my finger until I create a thin slice in the tip of it. Drops of blood well up, staining the blade. I stare fixedly at the cut; a couple of minutes pass and it stops bleeding; two more minutes and it has knit together; and only one more minute for it to become a small red line. By the end of ten minutes, my laceration is completely gone.
Occam’s wrong, unless the simplest explanation is that I’m a total freak.
“What’s happening to me?” I whisper aloud as I curl up in my bed.
Too afraid to turn off the lamp, I drift off to sleep, clutching the box cutter in my hand.
**
I feel as if I haven’t slept at all when my alarm goes off. I get ready with my eyes half shut before walking a little more than a block to the only cafeteria on campus. Everyone calls it “Saga” because it’s a microcosm of drama—with food. When I arrive, I fish in my bag to find my “saga card” so I can get a quick bite to eat before registration.
The selection of food is what I expect from a cafeteria—appalling. I opt for a banana and a bowl of instant oatmeal. Carrying my tray, I go searching for an empty table.
I quickly recognize a riotous table of freshmen in the center of the room as being Mason and his associates—Russell’s friends. I hunt for any sign of Russell, but he’s clearly absent from their group. Feeling disappointment, I look around to see if he is sitting at another table.
I don’t find Russell, but I manage to locate Freddie. He’s alone in the back by the large picture window. Squeezing my way past tables full of gossiping students, I make it just about half way to Freddie when someone begins calling my name from a table nearby. Turning toward the voice, my eyes widen in surprise to see that it’s Mason calling to me.
“Genevieve! Yo, Genevieve! There’s a seat open at our table!” Mason waves enthusiastically.
Eyeing the table full of young men skeptically, I can think of no more awkward a place to be at this moment than alone at a table full of freshmen boys. “Thanks,” I say, calling to Mason, “I promised my friend I’d have breakfast with him. Sorry, maybe another time?”
Unwilling to wait for him to respond, I flee to the back of the room where Freddie is seated. “I can’t tell you how psyched I am to see you, Freddie! Can I eat breakfast with you?” I ask, sitting down next to Freddie in a vacant seat.
“Evie! Hey, of course,” Freddie says in surprise. “What happened to you last night? I was kinda worried about you. I tried to find you, but you weren’t on the bus, and Russell wouldn’t tell me what happened to you.”
“Umm, I missed the bus and had to walk back. Sorry I worried you,” I explain.
His eyebrows shoot up. “You had to walk back, that’s hilarious,” he says, laughing at me while continuing to eat his breakfast.
“Thanks, Freddie. Remind me why I like you again,” I say sarcastically, but I smile at him because I can tell he’s only teasing me.
Just then, a boy walks by and says, “Yo, Genevieve, sup?”
“Hi,” I say in bewilderment, watching him walk away. I don’t recognize him at all. Turning to Freddie with a puzzled gaze, I ask, “Do you know him?”
“Umm, I don’t know his name, but I think he lives in Brady,” Freddie says.
“How would he know who I am?” I ask, almost to myself.
“Ooohhh, it’s that Mothers’ Club thing—that freshman directory—they sent it to all the freshman. The one with all of our pictures in it and bios on everyone.” When I nod stupidly, he goes on, “Well, a bunch of guys in the dorm got together and they were rating the girls in the freshman class using the directory. I think it’s on a standard ten-point scale. You got a really high rating. Most everyone is giving you a ten in the over-all category. I’m not sure how you did in the stacked category, though, but I know you shined in the ass category…”
Blood flushes my face. I nearly have to put my head down to hide my mortification. “You’ve got to be kidding me!” I stiffen as the creepy factor of it all overcomes me.
“Nope. In fact, I sold my directory to a couple of guys from one of the fraternity houses on campus. They gave me fifty bucks for it. I think they use it for scoping the freshmen girls and for finding out about prospective pledges before rush,” he grins.
“That’s so nasty…I think I’m going to be sick. Here, do you want my oatmeal? Because I’m no longer hungry,” I ask, pushing my bowl at him in disgust. “And how could you sell your directory when you know what they’re going to do with it?”
“Evie, it’s simple econ one-o-one: supply and demand,” he explains as he takes a bite of my oatmeal and makes a face. “This is so nasty!” he says, mimicking my earlier outburst, “How do you eat this?”
I can’t help but laugh at the face he is making while he tries to swallow the mouthful of oatmeal. “Okay, you’re off the hook, but that Mothers’ Club has had it. They’re getting hate mail outlining their flagrant violation of our privacy!” I say passionately.
“Are you going to sign the letter?” Freddie asks, leaning back almost arrogantly in his chair as if he’s evaluating my indignation.
“Probably not,” I say crossly, realizing he has me pegged pretty well already.
“Well, good luck! Power to the people and all that!” says Freddie with a sarcastic grin as he holds up his fist. “I don’t know what you’re worried about; like I said, they’re giving you tens.” As he says this, he holds both of his hands palms out to me to illustrate his point.
“That’s vile, Freddie,” I reply, feeling myself blush again. “What’s up today?” I ask, attempting to change the subject.
“I have to chill here until I can register for classes. Buy my books—maybe some lunch. Then I have a dorm meeting at four. You know, rules, blah, blah, no girls, blah, blah, don’t prop the doors open, blah, blah, blah. Then I don’t know—dinner I guess,” he shrugs.
“I have a dorm meeting at four, too. Do you want to meet up for dinner here at around five-thirty?” I ask, hoping he will say yes. I’m realizing that it’s comfortable talking to him. He’s really kind of funny.
“Sure, I’ll bring a wipe board, and you can rate all the freshmen guys that walk by as a sign of protest,” he laughs as I throw my balled up napkin at him.
“Okay, I’ve got to run. Wish me luck with my classes, Freddie,” I say, gathering up my things.
“Good luck, Evie,” he smiles, but as I begin walking away from him, he calls out to me. “Evie.” I turn back around to see him mouthing the word ten and holding up both of his hands again. He’s trying to cajole me out of feeling bad about the directory thing.
He has a good heart, I think as I hold up my fist to him, shaking it in mock anger before waving goodbye to him.
Registration is one floor down from the cafeteria. Entering the stairwell, the fluttering in my stomach that I recognize now as the harbinger for Reed Wellington becomes increasing riotous.
He must be down there somewhere, I think, stopping midway down the stairs to grip the railing in fear. I haven’t allowed myself a moment of time this morning to analyze what had happened the night before. In fact, I’ve gone out of my way to block out almost the entire evening, which is now crashing in on me.
What’s he going to do when he sees me again? I wonder, feeling fear twist snake-like through my veins to my extremities. It’s a public place. He can’t do anything with all these people around. You’re safe, I reason, willing myself to loosen my death grip on the railing and continue down the stairs.
Exiting the stairwell, I approach a table set up to administer the registration cards and give the bored-looking female student my name. She hands me a registration card from her stack, and I begin the process of choosing my classes. I have no problem obtaining the English and math classes that I need.
I move on to the science classes and hit a wall, well maybe not a wall, more like a Reed. He is seated at the registration table designated for the upper level physics classes and labs. There is another student ahead of me in line, so I have a moment to study Reed while he helps the student figure out his class schedule.
Reed’s dark-brown head bends over the student’s class list as he points out where the freshman should fit in his labs. His broad shoulders stretch his t-shirt to display some of the sleek contours of his muscles beneath it.
He’s off the charts on the hotness scale, I think grudgingly. The butterflies that have been flying around in my stomach are increasing their tempo with every step I take nearer to him.
When it’s my turn, I square my shoulders and extend my class list to him across the table, but he doesn’t look up. Instead, he casually studies the pen in his hand like it contains the secrets of the universe within it. I try to read the expression on his face in order to gauge his reaction to me, but he is blank—unemotional.
Placing my class list on the tabletop facing him, I wait. He remains silent, unmoving, ignoring me. Crossing my arms in front of me, I sigh heavily, shifting from foot to foot. Finally, I decide it’s up to me to get this over with.
I clear my throat. “Reed, may I please register for the Physics Two Hundred class with Dr. Farrow at nine o’clock on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays?” I ask as politely as possible, trying to pretend everything is normal and that I hadn’t Tasered him less than twenty-four hours ago.
Not even glancing up, Reed says, “No,” with casual lassitude.
“Is it full?” I ask dejectedly. “How about Physics Two Hundred with Gertz at eleven o’clock on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays?” I say, trying to find a time that would work with the schedule I have already compiled.
“No,” Reed says again, crossing his arms over his chest.
“No…as in ‘no, its full’ or no as in ‘no, I can’t take physics?’” I ask suspiciously, reading the stubborn set of his jaw.
“No as in you can’t be here. No as in you need to transfer somewhere else. No as in no,” says Reed, his hair falling further over his eyebrows as they draw together in a scowl.
“Why? Why can’t I be here? What is it with you?” I ask in exasperation. “Do you want an apology for the Tasering? Okay, I’m sorry I jacked you with the Taser. Maybe that was out of line, but you started it with that creepy voice and the Russell thing. Listen, I get that you’re the big fish in the little pond here. I’m just trying to get the best education I can. I just want to take physics so I can get into the honors program. Please,” I end, apparently not too proud to grovel a little.
Another student lines up behind me to register for physics. Reed glances at him with a look of annoyance on his lovely face. I want to touch his cheek, to soothe him, but before I can make a fool of myself, Reed speaks to the freshman behind me, saying in a low, commanding tone, “I’m not ready for you now. Come back in an hour.”
I go rigid when I hear echoing undertones in Reed’s voice. The student immediately leaves without a word. Reed’s green eyes shift back to mine as if nothing out of the ordinary has happened.
His eyebrow rises thoughtfully as he asks, “Is that what you think this is about? That I’m being a big fish and asserting some kind of supremacy over you?” The corners of his lips twitch with irritation before he asks, “What if I tell you we aren’t in a pond? What if I say we happen to be in an ocean, and the coral reef we’re living in will soon be teeming with the worst kind of sharks that only a fish like you can attract?”
“And what kind of fish attracts sharks like that?” I ask feebly, wondering if he’s crazy or if I am.
“A fish that has never been seen before. A brand new fish that could change the ecosystem of the entire ocean,” he replies, watching me close.
It takes me a second to process his response. I try to give a little laugh, but it sounds hollow, even to my own ears. Faking an indifferent smile, I reply, “That is quite a special fish…and where in this vast ocean could a fish like that go, you know, to avoid those sharks that would like to get it?”
“There isn’t a safe place for the little fish in all of the oceans of this world,” Reed says flatly, and there seems to be a hint of pity in his response.
The pity scares me more than if he had sneered at me. I feel crushed, and the air is suddenly too thin to breathe. “Well,” I manage to say as my throat tightens, “what if I stay and try to have as much fun as I can until the sharks come? I promise I won’t mention you to them.”
“The sharks would know about me, even without your mentioning me to them. They have a great sense of smell, those sharks,” Reed says quietly.
“But if they just came for me, would they even bother with you? After all, you wouldn’t really have anything to do with me. It’s not like you’re helping me. In fact, I’m pretty sure that you hate me. That may garner points for you, with the sharks.” My voice falters as I add, “I can’t go home. I would bring the sharks there, wouldn’t I?”
Reed nods solemnly.
“No, I can’t do that; I have an uncle who loves me…” I say, raising a shaky hand to my forehead.
I have to think, why can’t I think? Shock—maybe panic.
I exhale deeply before I ask, “So, since you know I’m not a fish, and I know you’re not a fish, what does that make us?”
Reed stands up from his chair and leans across the table, motioning to me to do the same. His cheek brushes mine softly as he whispers, “That makes us completely and utterly screwed.”
It takes me a second to understand what he just said because being near him is intoxicating. “That’s not what I meant,” I whisper back when I recover. “What I meant was…”
“I know what you meant,” he all but growls in frustration.
“I get that you want me to leave; that’s crystal clear, but look at it from my point of view for a second. What would you do if you were me—if you found someone who seems to know what’s up with you? You asked me about my father, at the lake, remember? What do you know about him?” I ask him, trying to hide my growing desperation.
“I don’t know who your father is,” Reed says evasively.
“Okay, who do you suspect he is?” I ask with dogged persistence.
Reed’s eyes soften, “What are you, prelaw?” he asks.
“Maybe, I haven’t decided yet. I thought that there would be plenty of time to figure out a major, but apparently, I was wrong,” I say softly. “Never mind. I have to know what you know. You have to tell me what’s going on. Maybe you can tell me why I keep having the same nightmare over and over.”
“You have seen visions?” he asks abruptly, searching my face for an answer.
“Well, I’m not sure you can call them ‘visions.’ It’s more like having the same nightmare every night. What do you think it means?” I ask him.
His jaw sets stubbornly.
“You know, but you’re not going to say?” I ask in frustration. “Okay, how about an easier question. Why does my stomach flutter like it’s filled with a thousand butterflies whenever I get near you? And I don’t mean when I see you, I mean before I see you,” I inquire as I search his face.
That question makes him look completely superior because his face changes instantly from stubborn to smug, but he doesn’t answer that one either. “I can tell that I’m going to regret having asked that question,” I say, muttering to myself.
He loses some of his smug smile as he says, “I can’t tell you anything. You may be what you appear to be, or you may be something else entirely. I have to be sure before I do anything. If you are what I think you are, you probably won’t believe me and will want proof, and I can’t give that to you now. I don’t even know if I should help you out at all,” he says grimly. “But since you’re here, and apparently you’re staying, we will have to see what we can do to camouflage you, at least until I am sure about you.”
My eyes narrow, “Why should I trust you?” I counter. “You have made no secret of the fact that you hate me.”
His eyes soften again. “Hate you?” he asks. “Not as much as you might think. And then there is the…what was it…butterflies? That can’t be a bad thing, can it?”
I can almost believe that he’s teasing me; if that isn’t the most ridiculous notion I have had thus far. “I just knew I was going to regret that question,” I mumble as I blush.
“I was just lamenting how boring my life has become. Be careful what you wish for, huh, Genevieve?” he asks, pulling the registration card that I have all but destroyed from my hand. Smoothing it out, he adds Dr. Farrow’s nine o’clock Physics class to my list of classes.
“So, what are you saying? I’m so confused,” I say as I take my card back from him, barely glancing at it. “What did we decide here?”
“We decided that we wouldn’t make any decisions until we know more about each other,” Reed says simply as he sits back down in his chair with a casual grace that would be hard to imitate.
“Okay, so when can I find out what you know about me?” I ask, not wanting to let it go. When he shrugs, I ask the questions that I dread the most. “How long is it going to take…I mean, how long until the sharks start circling, and who are the sharks, and why do they want me?”
Reed is motionless when he says, “Prelaw, Genevieve, it’s your calling. You had better hurry, all of your classes are filling up as we speak.”
I give him a shallow nod in acknowledgment of his dismissal. Blindly, I go to the next table and I don’t realize until the flash goes off that someone has taken my picture for my student ID card. I finish registering quickly after that. Normally, I would be euphoric at my list of classes, but instead I feel afraid, like I won’t be around long enough to enjoy them.
Leaving registration, I walk to the union. Locating the vending machines, I buy a bottle of water. Apparently, mind-numbing fear really makes you thirsty. Taking a quick sip to clear my throat, I begin searching the tables in the union to see if Russell is here yet.
I spot him, sitting by a large window on the left side of the union. He is easy to see because even seated, he is tall. Russell’s long legs stretch out under the table almost to the other side, and his sandy hair bends over a binder on the table as he studies it intently. He seems to be ignoring all the chaos swirling around him.
Walking toward Russell, I feel the high energy of the crowd around me. Being in the student union is like being at the center of a military operation where several different units have come together as allies, yet none of those units trust the others.
The freshmen newbies are mainly sitting together. They’re easy to spot because their clothes are new. They seem like green recruits to me with newly requisitioned uniforms that haven’t seen any action yet to despoil them.
The fraternal brothers occupy their own tables in the union. They have an entirely different vibe in that they aren’t green, but seasoned and confident. As I pass a table of them, I am able to overhear one brother trash talking to his boys about the corruption he was able to accomplish last night, “Yo, ya should’ve seen us set it off last night, check it, it was off the…”
The sororities are much the same as the fraternities, but they differ in that they are already out rushing prospective freshmen women. They break off from their groups, doing recon and gathering intel to report back to their units. I overhear a sorority sister debriefing the others as I walk by, “I thought she was good looking, but she’s really just a hundred-meter hottie…you know, pretty from afar—but up close, she’s just random. Let’s just call her a definite maybe for now…don’t you guys think?”
But the most deadly units by far are the sniper units. They are the tables of guys sitting around scoping their next targets, always trying to one up each other regarding who has the biggest gun and how much ammo they have in their package.
I almost make it to Russell’s table when a sniper approaches me at my twelve o’clock. The smirk on his face tells me that he is more concerned about how his unit judges his game than actually making a connection with me.
He tries to hide his smirk at the last second with a half smile before he says, “Sup, Genevieve?”
I stammer, “Uh, hi…”
“Did you just get done registering?” he asks before glancing over at the table near us. I follow his line of sight to the table full of male students all watching us.
“Um…yes…I…do we know each other?” I manage to ask.
“I’m Todd, Sigma house,” he says arrogantly, puffing out his chest. “I saw your picture in the freshman directory.”
My face flushes red as the creepy factor of what he just said hits me. “Um…I’m sorry…uh…Todd, but I’m here to meet a friend.” I say, indicating Russell at the table ahead of us with a gesture. “So, maybe…” I trail off, squeezing past him. The sniper’s buddies begin slamming him immediately for his failure to hit the target. I’ve probably just messed up his one shot, one kill status.
Making it to Russell’s table, I pull out a chair across from him. As I sit down, I smile because I hadn’t realized how much I’ve been looking forward to seeing him until this moment. “Hey, Russell, I’m so glad you’re here!”
Raising his eyebrows, he replies, “Uh, thanks.”
Glancing at me for a second, he gives me a half smile and sort of a curious look. Then, he checks out the room before looking down at his binder again, ignoring me.
“I have to give you props for being able to concentrate in here with all this noise. What are you studying?” I ask him, indicating the binder he had lying in front of him.
“It’s a play book. We’re supposed to keep it on the down low,” he says abruptly.
“Okay…hey, you’ll never guess what’s been happening to me today. You know that directory—the one that the Mothers’ Club publishes with all the freshmen in it?” I ask.
“Sure, I think I got one,” he says, looking at me with a puzzled expression.
“Yeah, well, I guess some people are studying it like you were just studying that play book because guys I’ve never met are calling me by name as I walk by. It’s a little sketchy,” I say with a forced smile because I’m starting to feel uncomfortable with the way Russell is acting. He’s cold, and I am definitely feeling the arctic air at my end of the table.
“Ya don’t say?” he asks. “Well that’s kinda ironic, since I was tryin’ to figure out how I know ya. Did ya get my name out of the directory?”
I stare at him in utter amazement. “Ha, ha, you’re funny, Russell. You know who I am,” I say, but I see by the look on his face that he is confused now.
“What’s my name, Russell?” I ask, almost pleading.
He frowns. “Well, I’m startin’ to suspect that I should know the answer to that one. There’s somethin’ ‘bout ya that’s darn familiar but…” He reaches out and touches my hair. Closing his eyes, he says, “I keep seein’ red, like the color…does that make sense?”
“Yeah, you’ve been calling me Red from the moment you met me. Do you remember meeting me yesterday on the walk to the lake?” I ask hopefully.
His sexy brown eyes scan my face. “I…ahh, I remember…somethin’…the lake…my head is startin’ to ache like I was doin’ shots of Yeger last night,” Russell says, dropping my hair and cradling his face in the palms of his hands. “You were there…and someone else was there…and I had to walk away, but I wanted to stop…got on the bus…runnin’ have to get back…Evie!” he says, looking up at me with a startled expression. He’s reliving it somewhat.
“I’m okay, Russell, I’m fine…it’s okay. And you didn’t just walk away,” I say, getting up from my chair and moving to the one next to his. Holding his hand, I squeeze it. “How do you feel?” I ask him with concern.
“I feel like I’ve been playin’ football without my freakin’ helmet,” he answers angrily, “and the offensive line can’t block anyone.”
“Oh, so you’re familiar with the style of play executed by my former high school team. That’s unfortunate,” I tease him. I study him awhile as he continues to cradle his head in his hands, then I say in a thoughtful tone, “You wouldn’t promise me. That’s it, isn’t it…when did you go and talk to Reed? Was it right after you left me last night, or did you see him this morning?”
“Uhh, I don’t know what yer talkin’ ‘bout, Red, but I could use some aspirin,” he says evasively.
“Ahh, Russell,” I say angrily, dropping his hand. Springing out of my chair, I go back to the one across from his, sitting back in it in a huff. My eyes narrow. “I asked you not to go near him. You know, I saw him this morning, and I noticed that he had both his arms still attached, so I assumed you took the high road. What were you thinking? Reed is really dangerous,” I ask. Rifling through my bag, I find a small bottle of aspirin, which I set in front of Russell. Then I push my bottled water at him.
“Ahh, hell, Evie!” Russell says after he takes an aspirin. “So yer sayin’ it’s okay for you to talk to that…that…thing, but I’m not allowed to, is that it?” Russell inquires angrily.
“That’s exactly what I’m saying. I told you, his voice doesn’t work on me. I can have a conversation with him without getting mind controlled,” I say defensively. “When did you talk to him? Can you recall any of your conversation?”
Russell bends over again, cradling his face in his hands like his head weighs a ton. With his arm bent, his bicep bulges out of his t-shirt prominently, distracting me from my train of thought. His voice comes out muffled when he says, “I saw him this mornin’, when I was comin’ across campus, after my mornin’ workout.”
“And, what did you say?” I prompt after a brief pause.
“Well, that’s between us men, now isn’t it, Red?” he asks. “Well, between a man and whatever the hell he is…”
And there it is. Russell has figured out something that I had not wanted to admit, even to myself. If Reed is not a man…then what, indeed, is he? And what am I?
“So Reed told you to forget about what happened last night, is that it?” I ask, trying to put the puzzle together.
“No, if he’d done that, I probably wouldn’t be this pissed off now. No, what he said was, ‘Forget about Genevieve; she’s not for you this time.’”
I would laugh because Russell’s attempt to imitate Reed came out very nasal and nothing like the voice in question. But I’m not laughing because the meaning behind what he said is sending chills through me.
“Oh,” I say thoughtfully. “But you remembered me anyway. Not at first, of course, but you beat it…but not without consequences,” I say, acknowledging his aching head. “That is significant…you must be very stubborn,” I say lamely.
“I am, when I want somethin’,” he replies and manages a ghost of a smile.
“Well, it looks like being my friend might turn out to be hazardous to your health, Russell,” I say sadly.
“Whaddaya mean?” Russell asks, tensing up.
“What do you mean?” I counter. “Having your mind erased wasn’t enough for you? This isn’t your problem. Thanks for all your help, but this is outta hand. I’m not going to make you a target.”
“A target for what, Evie? You know more than yer sayin’, don’t ya?” Russell’s eyes narrow accusingly.
“It’s complicated, Russell. I really don’t know what’s going on. I haven’t had time to think. I just need to think,” I say as I take an aspirin, too.
Russell stares at me for a few moments, then he says, “Okay, somethin’ happened that ya think ya can’t talk to me ‘bout…I get that…I even get that all y’all were raised a bit differently up here than most of the girls I know back home. Y’all are more independent, less inclined to ask for help, even when ya need it—and ya do, Red. Ya need help badly.” I start to deny what he is saying, but he holds up his hand to stop me. His brown eyes narrow a little as he adds, “Now, I don’t know how much help I can give ya. I’m not quite equipped for what’s bein’ thrown at me. But, I’m yer friend, and I’ll do what I can and maybe…when yer ready, ya can tell me whatcha know.”
When he finishes, I am speechless. He hardly knows me at all, and in the last twenty-four hours he has been subjected to things that would make most people run away in terror. My eyes fill up with tears. I want to hug him, I want to push him away, I want to thank him, I want to protect him, I want to tell him everything, and I want him to stay in the dark about everything.
“Well, Red, that looks like one hell of a battle ya got goin’ on in yer head. How ‘bout we just go and see if we can get us some books at the bookstore downstairs. That’s an easy enough task to get done for now,” Russell says, coming around to my seat and pulling my chair out for me to stand.
We walk together to the bookstore. We have little trouble purchasing what we need. It’s fortunate for me that Russell offers to help me with my books because when I have them all, I almost need a crane to get them back to my room.
“How are we going to get all of these books back, Russell? With your books and my books, we’ll need a wagon at the very least,” I speculate.
“Naw,” Russell says and starts putting a couple of books in each of our bags. He stacks the rest of the books in a pile haphazardly. Then he picks up the pile and says, “If ya can get our bags, we can walk across the street to Brady Hall, and I’ll run in and drop mine off.”
I follow Russell out the doors and across the street to Brady Hall. When we arrive at the doors to the lobby, he sets the books on the ground and sorts them. He stuffs my books in our bags, picking up his pile, he asks, “Can ya wait here while I run these to my room? I don’t think I’ll ever get used to not being able to have any females ‘round. It seems just so unnatural.”
He’s alluding to the fact that Brady Hall is a men’s dormitory and that I couldn’t even enter the lobby during the weekdays.
“Ah, so you’re a player,” I say, teasing him about his comment.
“Red, that’s not what I meant. It’s just that I have two younger sisters who have a passel of friends ‘round all the time. Now there aren’t any. It’s almost disturbin’ not to hear them talkin’ a hundred miles an hour ‘bout nothin’ at all,” he says, smiling at me.
“Ah, I see. You have sisters? What are their names?” I ask, trying to imagine Russell taking care of two little sisters.
“If I tell ya, do ya promise not to laugh?” he asks with a quirk of his brow.
“Of course, how bad can it be?” I ask, frowning at him.
“Ya asked for it. The one that’s two years younger than me is named Scarlett and the youngest, who is four years younger than me, is named Melanie,” he says apologetically as he waits to see if I make the connection.
“Russell, how did you escape not being a Rhett or, God forbid, an Ashley?” I ask as I immediately make the literary connection to Gone With The Wind.
“Well, my dad’s a Russell, so I have him to thank,” he says in relief that I’m not laughing at him.
“Ah, so you’re a junior,” I say, smiling as the mental image of a nice southern family begins to take shape in my mind.
What was that like? Growing up with two parents and a couple of little sisters in a nice town where you’re the football star. Sounds ideal, I think.
“Actually, I’m ‘the third.’ My grandaddy was a Russell, too.” The door opens to the dorm as a young man steps out. Russell calls to him, “Could ya hold the door? I’ll be right back, Red.”
“Okay,” I say.
I smile awkwardly at a young man as he passes me. Feeling like a loiterer, I go over to a huge tree just off the sidewalk. The entire campus is littered with big oak and maple trees. I can’t wait for the leaves to start turning colors. Crestwood will be magical in mid-autumn.
Hearing the door of the dorm bang closed, I peek from my position under the tree and see Russell approaching me. “Ready?” I ask.
“Yeah, I’m starved. Let’s go eat first, since the cafeteria is right here, and then we can take yer books to yer dorm,” he says, and I nod in agreement. “Wait a sec, I’ll get that,” he says, bending down to pick up my heavy bag from the ground.
As he stands back up, his necklace appears from under his collar, swinging forward and catching the light. I freeze instantly, staring at the two silver pendants that are lying against his t-shirt suspended by a worn brown leather strap.
Nearly choking, I recognize the necklace from my dream—my nightmare, I murmur, “Russell, your necklace…it’s mad cool…where did you get it?”
“Uh, this?” Russell asks, lifting it up by one round pendant. “It’s kinda my family joke, Red.”
“Your family joke?” I prompt, feeling faint.
“Yeah, it’s a long story. Here, let’s go to Saga, and I’ll explain what I mean over lunch,” Russell says, taking my hand.
We walk together to the cafeteria. After we get our food and are seated at a table, I study Russell’s necklace from my seat. One of the pendants looks like a tarnished silver circle while the other looks like an elongated figure eight.
I stare at it breathlessly before I find my voice to ask, “Russell, your necklace…” I want to reach out and touch it, but my hands are shaking, so I put them in my lap to hide them.
“Oh, yeah, right,” Russell says, picking up the first pendant. “This is a circle, and I’ll explain to ya what it means in a second.” He drops the circle and picks up the elongated eight. “And this is an infinity symbol. To understand my family joke, ya have to know that my dad is a math teacher at a high school back home, and his name is Russell, too. He’s kinda stoked ‘bout the fact that there’s a mathematical paradox named ‘Russell’s Paradox.’ Have ya heard of it?”
“No,” I reply, shaking my head and taking a sip of water.
“Well, ya see, this mathematician named Bertram Russell came up with this logic problem. Now, I’m not a big fan of math like my dad is, so I like to explain it in words ‘cuz it’s easier for me. Here it is in this statement: ‘This statement is false.’ Now, if the statement is false, then it is true; and if the statement is true, then it is false.”
I think about the statement for a moment until I figure it out in my head. “I see what you’re saying. If the statement is false, meaning it is untrue, then it’s correct to say it’s false, so the statement is indeed true, but if that’s the case, it would be a lie to say it’s false, so it couldn’t possibly be true. It sounds like a catch-twenty-two.”
“Right, yer smart, Red, that didn’t take ya anytime at all to figure that out. It’s what ya call a vicious circle; ya can’t help but go round and round with it. Well, ya said yerself that ya think I’m fairly stubborn. My family thinks that I can be really stubborn and that I tend to go ‘round and ‘round with somethin’, just to get what I’m after. My mom calls me her paradox because sometimes I can be inconsistent with my logic,” he says, grinning at me. “My dad added the infinity sign to it to express the fact that it’s my eternal flaw,” he smiles at me, while I search his face for the connection that would unravel the puzzle for me.
“Russell, there is something that you should know,” I say haltingly.
“Oh yeah? What’s that, Red?” Russell asks.
“I dream every night about your necklace,” I say quietly, feeling like a complete tool.
I see him smile for a second until he reads the serious look on my face, then his smile falters. “Ya do wut?”
“Even before I came to school, I’ve seen this necklace in my dreams…my nightmares,” I say, looking down so I don’t have to see him look at me like I am crazy. “I don’t know what it means, but I know I have to…”
“Ya have to what?” Russell prompts me, watching me as I look back up at him.
“I have to protect it somehow,” I say.
“Protect it from what?” he asks me quietly.
“I don’t know, but it’s pretty freaking awful, and I can’t stop dreaming it,” I say honestly, hoping he wouldn’t laugh at me.
“So, what does it mean?” Russell asks me. “Do ya know? Are ya psychic or something?”
“I don’t know. I don’t think so. This has never happened to me before. It started right after I was accepted to Crestwood,” I reply, pushing my food around on my plate.
Russell looks around to see if we’re being overheard. When he doesn’t notice anybody listening to us, he leans in closer and says, “Damn, Evie, this is some freaky crap you’re talkin’ ‘bout here. It’s like ESP,” he explodes near the end, unable to contain his agitation.
“Okay, yes, that’s one option. The other option is that I’m a little crazy,” I reply. Surprisingly, that is starting to feel like the preferable option in my scenario. “I don’t even know why I’m telling you any of this now. It’s not like we know each other, really. As a matter of fact, you didn’t even know me this morning. It’s just that there is something else between us. I can’t put my finger on it, but it’s there, for me, and I can’t explain it.”
Stop talking, you idiot! I think to myself. He has no idea what you’re babbling about.
But, Russell surprises me, saying, “Yeah, I know whatcha mean. It’s like always lookin’ for somethin’, but not knowin’ that yer lookin’ really. Like findin’ a piece of yerself that ya didn’t know y’all had lost…ahh hell, I sound like a girl. I can’t explain it either, but I know what yer sayin’.”
We are silent for a while, each of us fully aware of the other, and then Russell says, “Maybe Reed isn’t wrong. Are ya sure ya should be here?” When he sees the anger on my face, he goes on to ask, “What have yer parents said ‘bout all this?” My silence has him drawing the right conclusions, and he says, “Ya haven’t told them? Why not, Evie?”
Unable to look at him right away, I pick up my tray and take it over to the conveyor belt by the busing window. Setting my tray down, I turn to go back to the table, but I bump into Russell who is right behind me with his own tray.
“Sorry,” I mumble, trying to pull away from his side, but Russell’s arm snakes around my shoulder, holding me to him. After busing his tray, he retrieves our bags with all my books in them and we leave Saga together. We are outside and halfway through the quad before I realize it.
When we are out of hearing distance of anyone else, I blurt out, “I don’t have parents. I have an Uncle Jim, who loves me more than anything in the world, and that’s just as good as having parents. I can tell him just about anything, but I don’t even know what’s happening, so how can I possibly explain it to him? He’d try to believe me, I know he would, but if you hadn’t been at the lake with me, would you buy even half of this?” I ask him rhetorically because I’m certain the answer is no. “And I’m supposed to be here. I can feel it, so I’m not leaving!”
“Well, Red, I guess ya told me, huh? Yer kinda a fiery little thing, aren’t ya?” he asks rhetorically with a sweet smile. “So, this Uncle Jim, does he like to fish? ‘Cuz we, my daddy and me, know this spot in a little lake by our house where the fish all but jump into the boat.”
I squeeze his hand lightly and reply, “He’s more of a techie than a sportsman.”
“Can he tell me why my computer is lockin’ up and makin’ me reboot after bein’ on only fifteen minutes?” Russell asks offhand.
“Sure, give me your IP address, and I’ll email it to him. Turn your computer on when you get back to your room and make sure you have access to the Internet. He’ll either fix it or tell you what you need.”
“Are ya serious?” Russell asks in amazement.
“Oh, there is one thing we take very seriously in our family, which is comprised of Uncle Jim and myself, and that’s technology. Do you have a firewall?” I ask.
“Umm, no, I don’t think so,” he replies.
“Russell, no wonder it’s not working. Do you know how easy it is to get into your computer? Not to mention that you’re open to attack from viruses, worms, and Trojans. We’re getting you a firewall!” I say adamantly.
With a sexy grin, he replies, “Okay! We’ll get a firewall or a whole darn fire station if we need to. Now, explain to me an IP address and the Trojan thing sounds interestin’, too,” he says, revealing just how anti-geek he is.
I roll my eyes at him. “When you go back to your dorm for the dorm meeting at four, talk to Freddie. I think he’ll know what an IP address is and will help you get it off of your computer. I can get it from him at dinner.”
“Yer having supper with Freddie?” Russell asks as we stop in front of Yeats. There is an edge to his voice that I haven’t heard before. It sounds suspiciously like Russell is jealous, but that would be insane.
“Yeah, I asked him if he wanted to have dinner with me when we were at breakfast this morning,” I say, noticing that Russell dropped his eyes. “You can come too, you know. It’s not an exclusive thing.”
“Oh,” Russell says in relief. “I wish I could come. The coach scheduled a team meal tonight at the field house. He’s tryin’ to promote unity—they’re havin’ it catered. I don’t think I can bail ‘til at least seven.”
“The food might be better than Saga,” I agree.
“Well, that goes without sayin’. So, when can I see ya again?” he asks me, smiling and showing his sweet dimples in his cheeks.
“I don’t know. How about tomorrow sometime?” I ask him, wondering when I’m going to stop being surprised about his interest in me.
“How ‘bout tonight? We could go for a walk after supper,” Russell suggests.
“Okay,” I agree as my heart beats a little faster in my chest.
“Do ya have a phone? Can I call ya, or text ya when I’m done with the supper thing at the field house?” he asks, producing his cell phone from his bag.
“Sure.” I give him my number and he programs it into the contacts of his phone. Finding my phone at the bottom of my own bag, I program his number into it. Russell then hands me my books out of his bag.
“I’ll see ya tonight,” he says before smiling and walking away.



CHAPTER 5
FIELD HOCKEY
I WALK DOWN the stairs to the lobby from my room before turning left towards the formal reception hall of Yeats. The dorm meeting starts in five minutes, so I have time to look around and find a seat. A sign-in sheet is on a table outside the room and the residents are lining up to check in.
Peering over the shoulder of the brunette coed in line ahead of me, I see that the reception room has several elaborately carved mahogany tables with matching chairs; it also boasts a grand fireplace with leather armchairs around it. Old photos of students past cover the walls; the gilded frames reflect the light from the elegant crystal chandelier.
The RA I’d met yesterday, I think her name is Megan, is posted like a sentry outside the room. She is scrutinizing each student signing in as if she is TSA at an airport screening. I am nearly to the front of the line when an upperclassman with honey blond hair and cornflower blue eyes stops me by tapping me on the shoulder.
“Excuse me,” she whispers, looking over my shoulder at the RA.
“Yes?” I whisper back, not really knowing why we’re keeping our voices low.
“You live on the second floor, right?” she asks me conspiratorially, tucking her long hair behind her ear.
My eyes widen as I reply, “Um, yeah—two o eight—I’m Evie.”
“That’s a single room—you must be on smart-girl scholarship. I’m Buns,” she whispers quickly, and then she smiles when she sees my crooked smile. “My real name’s Christine Bonds, but everyone just calls me Buns.”
“Oh,” I reply, not really sure how to respond to that, but she saves me by forging on.
“It’s very nice to meet you,” she whispers quickly. “I was wondering if you could help me out?” she asks, peering over my shoulder again at the RA ahead of us. “My roommate couldn’t make it to this meeting, but if she doesn’t come, she’ll get in trouble with the house mother. So, I was wondering if maybe you could distract the RA for me so that I can sign her in?”
I look away from Buns, back to RA Megan. She’s still watching every name being added as if terrorists are afoot. Glancing beyond Megan, I notice that there is another mahogany table with several large stacks of handouts on it.
Turning back to Buns, I whisper, “Um, I think I have an idea. Give me just a second.”
When it’s my turn to sign in, I add my name to the list. Strolling casually toward the table with the packets on it, I pretend to trip over my own feet; then I launch myself at the table with my arms out, and I sprawl into it, knocking the stacks of handouts off the tabletop and onto the carpet beneath it. To make sure I’ve gotten Megan’s attention, I say loudly, “Oh oww!”
I know I shouldn’t look over at Buns to see if my ploy is working, so I immediately begin picking up the papers from the floor and arranging them in stacks where they’d been. RA Megan hurries over to help me, and I feel guilty for about half a second until she says, “Freshman,” under her breath and rolls her eyes at me in a derogatory way.
“Sorry…not too bright, huh?” I ask, knowing that she thinks I am referring to myself and not her.
Buns joins us then, helping me pick up the remaining handouts. We each take a packet and then hurry over to a pair of delicate wing-backed chairs in the corner by the bookcase. “Thanks, sweetie!” Buns whispers to me as her blue eyes sparkle with humor.
“You’re welcome,” I murmur, facing all the staring eyes of the other coeds who had witnessed my fake fall. Some of the girls are still smirking, talking about me behind their hands.
Buns seems not to notice them. “You think fast on your feet! I probably could’ve added the entire lacrosse team’s names to the sign-in sheet with all of the time you gave me!” she gushes.
I shrug, and say with a small smile, “Megan totally fell for it, too. It was worth the stink eye she gave me.”
Mrs. White, the housemother, enters then and eyes everyone with a sour expression. When the room quiets down, she begins the meeting. It is a dry, torturous reading of the packet containing the dorm rules.
“Why don’t they just give us the rules and be done with it,” I whisper to Buns as Mrs. White reads on with no inflection in her voice. “I mean, I think it’s safe to say that everyone here can read.”
“They think they have to read it to us because they know that only a freshman will read it otherwise,” Buns whispers back, smiling at me and winking. “Hey, what are you doing tonight after dinner, around six fifteen or so?” Buns whispers excitedly as if something has just occurred to her.
“Umm, I was planning on going for a walk tonight but not until later on, why?” I whisper back.
“Field hockey!” Buns whispers expectantly.
“Field hockey?” I whisper back warily, looking at Mrs. White to make sure she isn’t noticing us.
Buns bounces excitedly in her seat, not even trying to be inconspicuous as she whisper-shouts, “You can be on our team! We need a couple more girls, and you would be perfect! You look athletic; did you play sports in high school?”
“Yeah, soccer team and ski team,” I say in a low voice, trying not to attract any attention from the people around us. “But I never even watched a field hockey game. We didn’t have a team at my school.”
Waving her hand like she’s erasing my objection from the air, she whispers, “That’s okay, field hockey is a lot like soccer. You can pick it up in no time, and it’s just an intramural league, anyway.” Bouncing up and down in her seat again, she whispers, “Please, Evie!”
We are definitely drawing the attention of the girls near us with our conversation. “Buns, you’re going to get us tossed out of here,” I whisper, but she just steeples her hands together, moving her lips like she’s praying, ignoring everything else around her. “Okay,” I whisper to her.
“Sick!” she whispers back happily.
It ends up taking Mrs. White almost an hour to get through the rules. When she is finished, Buns and I go back upstairs to her room. “You can have one of Brownie’s field hockey uniforms to practice in until we get our new ones. She’s my roommate,” she says. “You two are almost the same height.”
She bangs open the door of her room with a crash, switching on the light. “Brownie, get up!” she orders in a teasing voice. “We have to get ready for dinner, and then we have hockey practice.”
Brownie doesn’t move from the cocoon of blankets on her bed except to raise her middle finger up to Buns.
Buns laughs, saying, “You’re making a bad impression. I brought someone for you to meet.”
Stirring slowly, Brownie sits up in her bed, rubbing her eyes. She is really pretty—even with bed head. Her blond, wavy hair is so light it can be called platinum. She has blue eyes, too, like her roommate, but they are a lighter shade than Buns’s are.
“What time is it?” Brownie asks sleepily.
“It’s five o’clock. Mrs. White went on and on tonight, but Evie was stellar.”
Buns recounts my fake fall into the table for Brownie, which has her laughing and thanking me. Buns smiles, “I invited Evie to play field hockey with us tonight. She played soccer, and she skis, too.”
“That’s epic! We need you,” Brownie says to me. “We can teach you all you need to know,” she says, bounding out of bed with surprising agility. “Here, this is a hockey manual,” she adds, tossing me the book she’d taken off of her desk. “You can use one of my uniforms.”
“I already told her that,” Buns smiles warmly at me, watching Brownie pull out a little athletic skirt and knit top from the closet, piling the clothing into my arms. “I’ll bring you one of my sticks to practice with since we’re about the same height.”
“Okay,” I say as I clutch the uniform and manual.
“Let’s meet up after dinner at around six-fifteen, and we’ll walk over to the Field House together. We practice on the lower field by the baseball diamonds for about an hour. We should be done by seven-thirty,” Buns says.
“Do you guys eat in the cafeteria?” I ask hopefully. I’ve never seen them there, or up the hill for that matter, but it would be nice to eat with them once in a while.
“No, we eat at our sorority house. Our cook, Jenny, is gourmet,” Brownie replies.
“Oh, so you’re saying you don’t miss the appetizing fare at Saga,” I say sarcastically.
“Eww no, I shredded my saga card the minute I no longer needed it!” Buns says with a snort.
“You’re so lucky! I’ll have to hurry if I want to eat before we have to go. I’ll meet you guys after.”
I take the clothes back to my room and place them on my bed, thinking that I’ll change when I get back from dinner. I haul the field hockey manual with me to study at dinner. On the way, I quickly text Russell:
Was invited to play field hockey @ 6:30 @ the lower field. Let’s walk after. B done NLT 7:30 CU after?
I don’t have to wait for the textpectation to build before my phone vibrates. I read the text message from Russell:
*Evil Grin* That’s epic meet u @ the field 2nite. UR 2G2BT.
Smiling at Russell’s message, I enter the cafeteria. Opting for the salad bar over the meatloaf dish, I scan the room for Freddie, but it isn’t five-thirty yet, so I sit at the back table by the picture window where we’d eaten breakfast this morning. I don’t have long to wait before Freddie sits down next to me.
“Hey, Freddie, how are you?” I ask in greeting.
“Frustrated, I just had to sit through the most mind numbing dorm meeting I’ve ever attended. Don’t they know that I’m quite capable of reading?” he asks in outrage.
“I know, right?” I agree with equal heat.
“Anyway, before I forget—here, this is for you,” Freddie says, handing me a piece of paper with several numbers scrawled on it.
I recognize it immediately as an IP address. “You got it! I knew you wouldn’t let me down,” I say proudly, reaching over and giving him a soft tap on the shoulder.
“Can you believe he didn’t know what an IP address is?” Freddie asks emphatically as he scoops up a piece of meatloaf on his fork and eats it.
“Thank you! I thought I was the only one who would be shocked by that, but maybe I’m not as alone as I thought,” I state in full agreement. “We have to stage an intervention, Freddie; Russell doesn’t even have a firewall.”
“I know, and my boy doesn’t know why his computer is busted,” he says ironically, and I think for a second that Freddie might just be my twin brother and we had been separated at birth or something.
“I have to get him a firewall with one-twenty-eight-bit encryption and an auto-MDIX. Where do you think we could get one around here?” I ask, hoping Freddie would be more familiar with the area.
He whistles softly at my question, shaking his head. “I think you might either have to go to Coldwater or to Jackson. All these towns around here are kind of stuck in the eighties,” he says, and I can’t agree more. “You might still be able to pick up Atari though,” he jokes.
“Yeah, that’s what I thought, too. Thanks for the advice,” I say. “Did you get all of the classes you wanted?”
“You know it,” Freddie says, nodding his head. “It was easy, but my roommate, Joe, got waxed. He said he tried to get a physics class, but he ended up just walking around for an hour. Psychotic, huh?”
“Very. I guess stress will do that to some people,” I reply, thinking I remember exactly what must’ve happened to Joe. “Hey, so guess what?” I ask, trying to change the dangerous track we’re on. “I was invited by a couple of the girls in my dorm to play field hockey tonight after dinner.”
As I say this, I hold up the manual Brownie gave me to read. Freddie and I spend the rest of dinner learning how to play field hockey. Our heads bend together over the book as we read the rules.
“It’s sort of like soccer, huh, except you use sticks to get the ball down the field, and you can only score when you’re in the sixteen-foot arch. They call it the D or the striking circle,” I murmur, studying the book.
“Yeah, but it’s like ice hockey because there are face offs—they call them Bullies. But, the best part is that the girls’ uniforms are so sick in field hockey,” Freddie says smugly. I gasp, reaching over and punching him softly on his upper arm. “What, I’m a dude!” he says, grinning. “Maybe I’ll take a walk over near the field and scope it out?”
“Sure, why not, I wouldn’t dream of depriving you of chicks in short skirts,” I say, but I’m really thinking it would be nice to have him there for support. “Speaking of short skirts, I’d better get going so I can change and meet my friends for practice.”
My friends, I think, that’s so amazing!
“If you decide not to come, let’s meet in the morning for breakfast before class. Does seven fifteen sound okay?” I ask.
“That’s copacetic, I have Spanish at eight o’clock, so that’ll work,” Freddie says happily.
“This is so gonna pop. Later, Freddie!” I say, and race back to my room.
**
I change into the practice uniform that Buns and Brownie lent me. I have my own set of shin guards that I had used when I played soccer in high school, so I put them on, along with my knee socks and cleats. The girls are coming out of their room as I round the corner to their hall.
“I’m ready!” I say excitedly.
“Good, sweetie, did you get a chance to look at the manual?” Buns asks me as she hands me a hockey stick.
“Yeah, my friend, Freddie, and I studied it together at dinner. I think I get the gist of it. But it may take me a while to be able to handle the ball well with the stick,” I reply, swinging the stick gently to try to get a feel for its weight as we leave the dorm.
“No worries, Evie, we don’t expect you to be a rockstar. We just do it for fun and because the men freakin’ foam at the mouth watching us,” Brownie says conspiratorially.
“That rocks,” Buns agrees. “And why not? These outfits are hot!”
“Okay, okay…just have fun, huh?” I exhale deeply.
Well, I can do that, I think. We almost make it to the field house when my stomach begins to flutter wildly. Reed, I think, panicking, what now?
“Oh look,” Buns says, pointing in the direction of the lower fields. “The lacrosse team is practicing, too. Yummy! Did you see JT? He looks so good this year! He must’ve worked out over the summer.”
Brownie gives me a sanguine smile. “Reed looks delicious, too, but that goes without saying,” Brownie observes. “Too bad he’s no fun at all. He’s complete eye candy, but way too serious. What a waste.”
I could spot Reed from a mile away, even with his helmet and face guard on. It is the stealthy, predatory way he moves that completely gives him away.
“Someone needs to loosen him up,” Brownie adds.
Buns frowns, waving her hand like she’d erase Brownie’s last comment. “Life’s too short to waste on that. I’m not spending a minute of my youth moping around over a guy,” she says.
To make her point, she dashes out onto the practice field, and with stick in hand, she does a no handed cartwheel, landing on her feet. Swinging her stick, she hits a ball that someone had left by the other equipment. I am so impressed that I begin applauding. Buns smiles prettily and then performs a small, graceful curtsy to me.
“Buns, stop flossin’ and let’s do this,” Brownie teases, walking out to meet the rest of the team.
Buns introduces me to a tall, pretty girl named Wendy. “But no one calls her Wendy, we call her Weeza. This is Evie,” Weeza smiles at me kindly. “And this is Beth, but everyone calls her Babs.”
“Does anyone just go by their own name around here?” I ask, laughing.
“No, how boring would that be?” Buns laughs and then continues introducing me to the rest of the team.
Most of the girls are friendly except for a girl named Tamera, who looks me up and down appraisingly. “Have you ever played field hockey?” Tamera asks me with a definite edge in her tone. She leans on her stick, popping her hip out to the side in an arrogant pose. Her body language makes me want to kick the stick out from under her and send her crashing to the ground.
“Well, no…but I played soccer,” I reply hesitantly, trying to keep the hard edge out of my tone.
Tamera snorts derisively in response to my answer.
Brownie wrinkles her nose at Tamera, saying, “Let’s do some drills with Evie before we worry about who sucks, Tamera.”
Buns starts us off slowly. She takes extra time with me, showing me how to properly grip the stick, and then she walks me through simple moves to handle the ball. I am surprised at my ability to utilize the stick, since I’ve never played before, but it seems to come to me naturally. When it looks as if everyone is getting the drills fairly well, Brownie suggests we divide up and play a scrimmage. Buns makes sure I’m on their side.
Huddling up on one end of the field, Buns leads the discussion, “Evie, I want you to be an attacker on this play. Brownie and I will get the ball down field. You move into the D, and we’ll get it to you. If Tamera’s defending, go to her left side because she’s almost useless if you do.”
I nod to them, and then we break from the huddle. Lining up in the forward, attacker position on the field, Buns strikes the ball to start the play. I run up the field with Buns as she scoops the ball forward, approaching the D. The girls pass the ball back and forth to each other, and when Brownie glances at me, I put my stick down on the ground to handle the pass.
She flicks the ball ahead to me, and I redirect it, turning to approach the goal. Tamera defends the inside of the D, so I fake that I’m going left, but instead, I switch directions at the last second, and I go right. Outmaneuvering Tamera, I plant my left leg in a lunge while drawing my stick back, and then I let it fly. It makes contact with the ball, and the ball soars into the back of the net.
I scored! I think excitedly.
Boisterous applause and whistling comes to me from the left side of the field. Russell and some of his teammates are standing on the sidelines watching us practice. I blush when I see him grinning at me. Equally riotous cheering comes from the right side of the field as well. Turning, my cheeks flush with more color as I realize that most of the lacrosse team is watching us, too.
Then my eyes fall on Reed standing with his lacrosse stick in both his hands, watching me. The fluttering sensation that causes constant upheaval inside of me when Reed is near grows so intense that I start to move to him involuntarily. Brownie and Buns come up on either side of me then, stopping my progression toward Reed by engulfing me in a group hug.
“You did it, sweetie!” Buns cheers. “I knew you’d be good! Didn’t I say she’d be good, Brownie? I should’ve bet you something—like room cleaning for a month.”
Brownie scoffs, “I would never have taken that bet, Buns! I have more game than that.” She beams at me. “Okay, we’ve time for a couple more plays. Let’s see if we can score again, it shouldn’t be too hard, since Tamera still sucks.”
We walk back to our huddle, and I try to ignore the growing crowd around us. Brownie gives me the position of attacker again. I move up the field when our defenders are able to steal the ball from their offense. Brownie flicks the ball over to me when a defender challenges her. Seeing that Buns is open ahead of me, I push the ball to her across the field. We move up together into the D, and I take the ball that Buns has to pass back in order to protect it from the other team.
When Buns takes up a position by the goal, I accelerate to get around Tamera, who has been physically trying to block my advance. Finding an angle to get the ball ahead to Buns, I plant my forward leg and swing my stick. It makes contact with the ball, arching it toward Buns’s position. That’s the last thing I see before feeling an intense pain stabbing up my leg. Tamera’s stick has crashed into my kneecap.
My knee all but explodes, refusing to hold my weight any longer. I slam against the ground, grabbing my leg and writhing in agony. Touching my kneecap with shaky fingers, it feels spongy—no longer hard like a kneecap is supposed to be. Nausea hits me in waves as I try to concentrate on not vomiting on the field.
“Genevieve,” a voice says near my ear, “let me see how bad it is.” I recognize the voice instantly, even though my eyes are closed. It’s Reed. Without thinking, I reach out to him, whimpering in pain before I could stifle it. Clutching at his shirt, I rest my forehead on his shoulder as he speaks calmingly to me, “Shhhh, it’s okay…it will be all right. I’m going to touch your leg, so try not to move.”
Taking my leg gently in his hands, he begins assessing the damage. A hissing sound comes from me as he touches the spongy part and searing pain registers in my brain. My head spins dizzily while Reed gently probes what is left of my knee.
“Evie, are ya okay?” Russell asks, kneeling on the ground on the opposite side of Reed, so that I am sandwiched between the two of them. Opening my eyes to look at Russell, I catch the look on Reed’s face. Reed shakes his head slightly at me.
Reed furrows his brow, saying, “I think it’s just bruised, but just in case, I will drive her to the hospital for x-rays.”
He doesn’t wait for permission as he scoops me up off the ground, like I weigh nothing at all, and strides toward the parking lot by the field house. I don’t know what to do. I am in so much pain that I can’t think straight. The only thing I want to do is rest my head against Reed’s chest.
Russell calls from behind us, saying, “Wait a second, she’s not goin’ anywhere with ya.” Catching up to us quickly, Russell walks alongside of me while we continue on toward the parking lot of the field house.
“Relax, Russell, I’m just taking her to see a doctor. She will be fine,” Reed says without slowing down.
“Relax, that’s ‘bout the last thing I’ll be doin’ ‘round ya. So give me Evie, and I’ll see that she gets to the hospital,” Russell replies angrily as we enter the parking lot.
“Oh really, you have a car here?” Reed asks pointedly, pausing for a second and looking at Russell.
Russell’s brow wrinkles when he says, “Well, no, but…” then he trails off as Reed begins walking away with me in his arms.
“Then how are you going to get her there, fly?” Reed asks rudely over his shoulder.
“I can get a car; I’ll borrow one,” Russell replies tersely as he catches up to us easily.
“But mine’s right here,” Reed says pointedly, stopping by a sleek and sexy, silver sports car that is undoubtedly European in design.
“Fine, I’ll go with ya,” Russell says, following us to the passenger side of the car.
“Sorry, Russell, my car’s a two-seater. Looks like you will be staying here,” Reed says with smug amusement.
Opening the passenger side of the car, Reed gently places me on the seat. As he reaches over to buckle me in, his eyes meet mine. He must see the confusion and pain clouding them because his hand reaches up to gently stroke my hair before pulling back and closing my door.
It’s surprisingly quiet in his car. Reed and Russell are arguing with each other out of the front windshield, but I can’t hear what they’re saying. I lean my head back against the seat and swallow hard, trying not to be sick in Reed’s beautiful car.
Only a few seconds pass before Russell begins gesturing wildly to the car, and then pointing aggressively at Reed. Reed, standing calmly by without much emotion in his demeanor, ignores Russell’s argument. Judging by Russell’s expression, he doesn’t intend to relent on whatever point he’s making. But after facing a few more moments of Reed’s stoic opposition, Russell changes his strategy abruptly by walking towards my door.
Looking through the window at Russell, his expression changes from anger to utter frustration. Dropping his hand from the car door, he slowly, mechanically begins to walk away from it. My gaze narrows and shifts to Reed as I realize instantly what has just happened. Reed has used his scary voice on Russell to make him leave.
If I could walk at all, I would get out of the car and go after Russell. But as it is, I can’t even lift my knee without being overcome with nausea from the pain. So I have to sit and watch as Russell walks slowly away, leaving me again at the mercy of Reed.



CHAPTER 6
THE PROMISE
WHEN REED ENTERS the car and starts the engine, I ask, “Did you have to do that voice trick on Russell again?” My voice sounds strained and weak, but I manage not to grit my teeth as I say it. My knee throbs brutally, so I rest my head back against the seat again.
“Do what?” he asks, pretending innocence.
He pulls the car out of the parking lot, heading in the direction of Main Street. The suspension of the car is so smooth that I can barely feel any jarring when we hit patches of uneven pavement in the street.
“You know what I’m talking about, Reed,” I say through my tight jaw. “You used your persuasive voice on him. It’s not going to fry his brain or anything, is it?” I ask with concern for Russell.
“No,” Reed replies grudgingly, “it’s not going to fry his brain. In fact, it doesn’t work on him as well as it should.”
“What do you mean?” I ask, but Reed doesn’t elaborate, so I am forced to draw my own conclusions. “Oh, you mean it doesn’t work well on him because he still knows who I am, is that it?” I ask wryly.
Reed studies me briefly, and then he turns his attention back to the road and says, “Yes, that is exactly what I mean, Genevieve.”
“That wasn’t a very kind thing to do, you know? It took me a while to convince Russell that we had, indeed, met before.” I say, looking over at Reed to see him smirk.
Annoyed with him, I add, “How does your voice work? Is there a special technology that you employ, or is it a technique, like hypnosis?” I ask, trying to distract myself from the pain I’m in.
“I have always been able to do it. It’s an ability, not a technology,” Reed says, not elaborating further on it.
I roll my eyes. “Oh come on, even when you were a baby you could persuade people with your voice? That must have been really inconvenient for your mother,” I reply stiffly, trying not to move my leg at all from its position. It doesn’t help because my entire body is beginning to shake from trauma.
“My mother…yes that would be inconvenient for her, wouldn’t it?” he asks me with a ghost of a smile. He glances at me and the smile fades. “How are you feeling? Is it getting any better?” he asks with concern in his eyes.
“You mean does my knee feel any better?” I retort derisively. “No, it hurts like someone smashed it into a million pieces. It’s more than just bruised, isn’t it?” I inquire, already knowing the answer.
“Yes, that girl kneecapped you. I don’t think she eased up at all when she hit you with her stick. It looked very intentional to me. What did you do to her?” he asks, like it must be my fault that she attacked me.
My eyebrows lift incredulously. “Me! I didn’t do anything to her. Why do you think it’s my fault she smashed my knee into hamburger?” I ask, taking offense at his implication of blame.
He ignores my outrage and says, “I’m glad you went along with me when I said it was just bruised. It will be really difficult tomorrow explaining why you don’t even have a bruise on your knee, let alone why you can walk just fine on it. Make sure you wear some pants or jeans. Do you have anything like that?” he asks me. I must be looking at him like he’s crazy because he adds, “I’m only asking because all I have seen you in are short skirts. I might have a bandage we can use to wrap your knee. You should wear it for at least a couple of days.”
“What are you talking about, Reed? I’m going to be in a cast for at least a month because of that…that pathetic wannabe, Tamera!” I say with venom. “I hope I don’t have to miss class tomorrow. If I get behind because of this…”
“Genevieve, you are going to be as good as new by morning,” Reed says confidently.
I’m distracted by the way his perfect mouth wants to turn up in the corners as he holds back his smile. I wonder if all lunatics are this beautiful. “And, how is that possible, Reed?” I ask sarcastically. “Am I just going to grow some new bone overnight? You just said yourself that I was ‘kneecapped.’”
“Yes,” he replies calmly.
“Okay…I wasn’t aware that I’d boarded a bus to Crazy Town. If you’d be so kind as to drop me off at the nearest hospital, I’ll take it from there. I’m sure I can get someone to pick me up when I’m done. It’s chill of you to help but…” I stop talking when I notice him smiling at me like I’m making a joke.
“Genevieve, you will heal just fine on your own. Trust me,” he says as we drive through town.
“Trust you! Wasn’t it just this morning that you were trying to run me out of town?” I say primly, crossing my arms in front of me and frowning at him.
Reed laughs at my sarcasm. Watching him, I want to reach out and touch him, to give in to the urge I’ve had since getting in the car, to rest my head against his shoulder once again. I have to stay angry so I won’t embarrass myself because I’m beginning to trust him, which is absolutely absurd given our previous set of circumstances.
“Why is it that you think I can heal on my own and in an amazingly short time? Am I a mutant or something?” I ask, no longer so certain that Reed is crazy. Covertly, I glance at my fingertip and am unable to find the mark where I had sliced it open—twice.
Reed doesn’t answer me but pulls onto a long, manicured driveway. A house comes into view—well, I don’t know if house is an accurate enough description of the dwelling. It’s more like an old manor that had been perfectly restored. It has refined elegance and allure, making me think that should a pet lion greet us at the door, I wouldn’t be overly surprised.
“This is your house?” I ask him in awe.
“Yes,” he nods, pulling his car around in front of the cobbled, circular drive; he parks it just in front of the magnificent wooden double doors. I also notice that he hadn’t said that the house belongs to his parents but acknowledged it as his own.
So I ask, “Do you live here alone?” It is such a large estate; maybe he has some roommates from school that live with him.
“I have a cook named Andre and a housekeeper named Greta who live in the guest quarters on the south side of the property, but other than them, I live here alone,” he replies.
He turns off the engine and gets out of the car, walking around to my door. Wordlessly, he reaches in, unbuckling my seatbelt for me. The fluttering in my stomach is out of control, making me almost grateful for the pain in my knee to distract me from it.
“I’m going to have to slip my arm under your thighs so I don’t put pressure on your knee when I pick you up,” Reed says. I nod, feeling my face redden almost immediately. “Put your arm around my shoulder,” he instructs as he leans into the car and lifts me out.
I wince as the movement of my knee sends a shooting pain up my leg. I drop my head on his shoulder like I’d wanted to do the entire car ride. He doesn’t even like you, I scold myself. Angry…you have to stay angry.
My eyes alight on his sports car as he carries me up to his home. “What kind of car is that?” I ask waspishly.
“It’s an Audi R-Eight. Why, don’t you like it?” he counters with humor in his voice.
“I was just wondering why someone who lives in Michigan wouldn’t be driving a car made in Detroit,” I say as if I’m a rep from the UAW.
“Genevieve, that is not a car, that is a work of art that moves. If it makes you feel any better, I own several automobiles that were partially made in Detroit. I can show them to you later, if you would like,” he replies.
“Oh,” I sniff, unable to think of a better reply. “I guess, if there is time later.”
The front door is unlocked, and I take a deep breath as we enter the house. I see immediately that Reed isn’t your typical bachelor with an old sofa taken from his mom and dad’s house and a coffee table with faded rings on it from not using a coaster. Quite the opposite, it looks as if Reed had a designer with an architectural background decorate his home. Everything is modern and high tech, but it lacks the coldness that one often associates with that style.
A formal reception area on the left mirrors a formal dining room on the right. In front of us, the grand, sweeping staircase draws my eyes up to the landing on the second floor. We bypass the stairs, however, taking a long hallway that leads further into his home. Swiftly passing what I think is a bathroom and maybe a billiard room, we turn left and are in a room that cannot be mistaken for anything other than a library.
Reed places me on a leather sofa in the middle of the room, and I shamelessly memorize his profile as he sits on the couch by my knee, examining it again. I try not to cringe as he runs his fingers over it gently. It has swollen to at least twice its normal size and is now an awful looking purplish-blue color.
“It’s healing,” Reed assures me. “It’s much harder than it was before. I want you to straighten your leg but keep it slightly bent, like this.” He positions my leg for me on the couch. “We should elevate it slightly,” he says and pushes one of the soft pillows that adorns the sofa under my foot. “I’ll get some ice to bring down the swelling, but first, you should have something for the pain.”
“Oh great, do you have some morphine or something, because that would be lovely?” I ask kiddingly.
Reed goes over to the back of the room to a bar and selects a glass decanter with a dark liquid in it. He pours some of the liquid into two glasses and moves back to the couch.
“No morphine, but this should take the edge off the pain in your knee,” Reed says.
He hands me a brandy snifter filled with what I assume must be brandy, although I cannot claim to know what brandy looks like, so I have to ask, “Is this brandy?”
“It’s cognac,” he says, watching me.
“Oh, is there a difference?” I ask him curiously.
“Yes,” he says, smiling a little before he says, “just drink it.”
“Do you realize that you’re contributing to the delinquency of a minor by giving me this?” I ask, watching the liquid rain like tears down the insides of the glass.
“Well, I will take my chances with the authorities since I don’t have that morphine handy,” Reed replies with a grin. “Drink it, Genevieve. It will make you feel better.”
“Reed, you made a joke! I really must be dying if you’re humoring me,” I say before I sniff the glass. It smells spicy and sweet at the same time. I take a tentative sip, feeling it burn a path down the back of my throat. I cough a little, but otherwise survive my first taste of cognac.
“Mmm…cognac…my favorite,” I say with a little wheeze in my voice.
Reed shakes his head at me. “I will get some ice for your knee and be right back.”
Without Reed hovering around me, I have a chance to take in my surroundings. This room is something I would dream about designing if I ever had the opportunity. Everywhere I look, there are floor-to-ceiling bookshelves intermittently interrupted by floor-to-ceiling windows. Above me, a second story gallery is gracefully fitted with a wrought-iron railing that spirals elegantly down a staircase in the corner of the room. I want to get off the couch and rifle through every shelf to see what amazing books they contain.
Along one wall, there is a large fireplace with a wide mantle. Several comfortable seating areas are set up around the room to give different vantage points of the space. There is also a refined writing desk. Impeccable artwork is dispersed liberally throughout the room so that, wherever my eye falls, I am treated to rare beauty.
As I gaze around at the lovely rugs and the delicate statuary adorning the tabletops, something becomes clear to me. There aren’t any personal effects in the room—no pictures on the tables that say: “Here’s my family, I’m so proud of them,” or, “Here I am at the Eiffel Tower; isn’t this sweet?” or, “Can you believe I climbed Mt. Everest with only the assistance of twenty Sherpas?” or, “Here is a picture of my girlfriend. She’s so hot.”
I sip my drink, thinking it is odd because in my small dorm room I have several pictures of Uncle Jim and me, one with my best friend Molly and her brothers, and some of my classmates from high school, with whom I’d been close.
Feeling the fluttering in my stomach increasing, I know that Reed is returning. Calling out to him teasingly, I say, “Ah…my ice has arrived; it’s about time! It’s so hard to find good help these days.”
“Your wish is my command,” Reed says, entering the room and walking to the sofa.
He places a small ice pack gently on my knee. Then, he goes to a chair where a lap blanket is draped over the arm. Picking it up, he brings it to me, spreading it over my legs and lap.
“Thank you,” I say in surprise at his thoughtfulness. “I love this room.”
My eyes follow him as he sits in one of the armchairs near the sofa. He is still dressed in his lacrosse practice uniform. His attire is at odds with the room and also with the fact that he is sipping a cognac out of a delicate glass. The dichotomy distracts me, so it takes me a moment to continue.
“I was just thinking that if I could create a perfect space for myself, it would be something like this. I’m dying to see what you have on your bookshelves; I’ve been wondering if you’re a non-fiction reader, a classical fiction type of person, or maybe you’re sci-fi reader…or poetry?”
“Have you?” Reed asks in an amused tone, his eyebrow arching beautifully on his perfect face. “Well, you’ll be able to find out in just a little while when your knee is better and you can walk over there and see for yourself. I will not spoil the anticipation now by blurting it out.”
I ignore his confidence in the fact that my knee is going to all but fix itself shortly. “Sure, let’s let the tension build.” I mutter, and take another sip of cognac.
“I was surprised to see you tonight at the field house,” Reed says. “I didn’t know you played field hockey.”
“Oh, well, I don’t really…that is, I haven’t played before tonight. A couple of girls from my dorm asked me to come to their practice tonight to see if I’d be interested in joining their team. It sounded kinda fun so I went. I probably should’ve thought to borrow some knee guards along with the uniform, but I didn’t think it was supposed to get NHL out there,” I reply as an explanation.
“Who are your friends, the ones that asked you to join the team?” Reed asks, and then takes a sip of his drink.
“Buns and Brownie. They live on my floor. I think their real names are Christine and Kelly, but no one seems to go by their real names around here,” I smile.
“I’m familiar with Christine and Kelly. I’m just wondering why it is that trouble finds you so quickly,” he says, eyeing me pointedly.
“My knee was a fluke—” I begin, but Reed cuts me off.
“I wasn’t referring to the hockey practice. I’m referring to your friends. They are trouble. I don’t think you could find two more wildly out of control females if you advertised for them,” he states flatly, like he doesn’t approve of my choice of friends at all.
“I know, aren’t they wonderful?” I ask impishly, agreeing with his statement wholeheartedly. “I intend to spend more time with them as soon as possible.”
“Why, didn’t you just hear me tell you they are trouble?” he asks with irritation in his tone.
“Yes, and I got what you meant. But this is ‘set it off’ kind of trouble we’re talking about, not the dangerous kind of trouble. I’m aware of the difference. We’re just going to shake it up a little and see what falls out. I might get a couple of fines, and I say ‘bring it’ because what do I have to lose?” I ask him pointedly, daring him to disagree with me.
“Your scholarship, for one,” he replies calmly. “You could lose that quite easily if you step out of line.”
“Maybe, but you don’t know what I’ve been feeling lately.” I say quietly as I study the liquid in my glass so that I’d have something to look at other than him.
“What do you mean? How have you been feeling?” he asks, leaning forward as if he is truly interested in my answer.
I hesitate. Reed had helped me out tonight at the field, but I’m not sure what that means. Does it mean we have a truce? Could he and I actually have a friendship? Maybe we can begin to understand each other if we have some honesty between us.
With that in mind, I say, “I feel desperate, like I’m running out of time, but it’s even worse than that…it’s more like I’m running out of air. The girls are a great distraction from that, so I’m keeping them,” I say defiantly. “I feel like I’m on the precipice of something huge…something monumental, but I’ve no clue as to what it is, or what it means to me, or what I’m supposed to do. It’s all just this enigma swirling around and around me, and I’m ensnared in it, and there is no way out.” I drop my eyes from his because I feel hollow and raw.
Swirling the liquid around in my glass, I watch the tempest within it slowly lose its momentum and then come to a stop. Looking back up at Reed, I see that he’s watching me. Feeling like a tool for saying too much to him, I try to down the rest of my drink in one swallow.
When I am finished sputtering and gasping for breath from the fire of the alcohol burning my esophagus, I notice that Reed had taken my glass from my hand and replaced it with a glass of water. Taking a quick sip of the water, I try to breathe evenly again.
“All I’m saying is that you might consider making other friends who actually have an interest in getting an education,” says Reed as he sits back down in his chair.
“I do have other friends,” I sigh. “I have Freddie, and I have Russell; at least I have Russell when you’re not controlling him with your voice. Can you stop doing that to him, please? He’s here to play football and go to school. He doesn’t have anything to do with what’s going on between you and me.”
“You think that’s why he is here…to play football?” Reed asks me slowly.
I frown at him while I nod.
“Genevieve, how naive are you? Russell’s here for one reason and one reason only. He’s here because you brought him here,” Reed states emphatically, getting up from his chair and prowling the room agitatedly.
“What are you talking about? I just met Russell on that walk yesterday. He’s been here all summer at football training camp, so how could I have possibly brought him here?” I ask him logically.
“How indeed?” Reed asks sullenly, toying with one of the marble statues that grace a delicate table.
“Reed, what you’re saying doesn’t make any sense. I would have to be an…I don’t know…a magnet for Russell in order for what you’re saying to have any validity…” I begin to reason, but stop when a shattering sound comes from where Reed is standing.
Blinking, I see pieces of the marble crumble from Reed’s hands. Silently, he begins cleaning up the broken shards of what was once an exquisitely designed statue of an angel, but now resembles a chalky mess.
“People aren’t that strong, Reed,” I state, indicating the crushed statue he is gathering into his cupped hand. A stab of fear sweeps through me, warning me to be cautious.
“You are very astute, Genevieve,” Reed says evenly, while walking the remains of the statue over to the small wastepaper basket by the desk and brushing it off his hands.
“Was that very expensive?” I ask him timidly, trying to calm myself a little.
“Probably,” he replies, not looking at me.
“Now it’s dust,” I say significantly. “So…” I begin, while searching for a safe topic of conversation, “do you think it’ll rain tomorrow?”
Looking at me like I have lost my mind, Reed asks, “We are going to talk about the weather now? You have been rather courageous up until this point. Why hide now?”
“Oh, I’m sorry, Reed,” I say with exasperation. “I was just searching for a safe topic of conversation because I don’t know the protocol to follow when I discover that I’m Little Red Riding Hood and that Granny has freakin’ sharp teeth!” I reply, glaring at him. “You have to admit, you’re sketchy with information. It’s like you’re toying with me…” I can’t go on because the lump in my throat won’t allow me to speak. Taking another sip of water, my throat clears enough for me to add, “And I’m tired, Reed…I’m so tired of being afraid.”
Reed is quiet for a long time and then he says softly, “I will let you in on a little secret: you are not wrapped up in an enigma; you are the enigma.” He comes over to the sofa and sits by my knee; his eyes are on my face. “You see, when we were talking this morning and you called yourself a little fish and indicated that I was a big fish, well, that description was not entirely accurate.”
“It wasn’t?” I ask as the hair on the back of my neck begins to rise.
“No, it wasn’t. A more accurate description for me would be that of a shark,” he says, watching me now.
“I see. How stupid of me,” I reply with a sinking feeling.
My mouth goes dry, so I take a small sip of the water he had given me. I wait for fear to overwhelm me because that is the emotion that any rational person would feel upon finding herself closeted with a predator. But, instead of fear, I feel something very different, and it shocks me with its intensity. I feel utterly and completely betrayed. “So, why all of this?” I ask, indicating myself lying on his sofa with a blanket—his blanket. “Why help me out at all today?”
“You mean why, if I’m a shark, have I not attacked?” he asks, his face unreadable. Pulling back the blanket covering my knee, he takes the ice pack from it.
He doesn’t look up when I ask, “You’ve been trying to decide what to do with me, haven’t you? So what? Have you made some kind of decision? Have you decided that I’m a problem that needs to be eliminated?” He’s touching my knee gently, but I refuse to look, focusing on him instead.
Reed frowns. “If I had decided you needed to be eliminated, you would already be gone,” he says succinctly.
Studying his face, I know he is telling me the truth. I’m a threat to him somehow. He is wary of me, and that thought makes me want to comfort him and promise him that I’d never hurt him.
“So, right now, at this moment, I’m not threatening enough to eliminate?” I ask cautiously, unable to bring myself to say kill or murder.
“No, not yet,” he says flatly.
His green eyes hold mine, and I think for a moment how cat-like they are. They are a deep jade color in this light, and add to that, his eyes tilt up at the corners in a perfectly predatory way.
“But…” I begin, processing what he hadn’t said, “you can imagine a scenario in which my elimination would be necessary?” I ask him. I am trying to stay alert and not get drawn in by his sexy façade. I have to pry some information out of him.
“Yes,” he says without hesitation.
My mind whispers to me: I must be some kind of monster because he didn’t even have to think about that one.
I hesitate before saying, “But you haven’t done it yet, so one can only assume that you may have envisioned a scenario in which eliminating me is not advantageous?”
Please say yes, please say yes, please say yes, I pray silently. My heart hammers in my chest as I wait for his response.
“Yes,” he replies in a gentle tone, and I feel such relief that I can hardly think of anything besides breathing in and out.
“That’s good, so there is at least one pro for my continued survival,” I say, trying to think. I chew on my bottom lip anxiously. An idea occurs to me, and it is out of my mouth before I can censor it. “If you have to kill me, will you enjoy doing it?”
Reed stills in his examination of my knee, and I wait for him to answer my question. He remains silent; his face looks tense…pained.
“No,” he says with a frown, “I don’t believe I would enjoy hurting you.”
“Good,” I exhale.
His answer makes me feel better, but there is something that I have to get him to agree to. I don’t know how to begin to ask him for something like this. It sounds so insane in my mind, so it will probably sound worse out loud.
Haltingly, I whisper, “If it turns out that the pros do not outweigh the cons and… it becomes necessary to…to eliminate me…I have one last request.”
Reed stills next to me again, but he doesn’t reply, so I go on. “My last request is this: that you let my Uncle Jim know that I’m gone. I’m not saying you have to tell him. I’m saying, let him know somehow that I’m dead so that he won’t spend the rest of his life looking for me. I don’t want that for him. He has been really good to me, so can you do that for me…please?”
I need him to promise me this. I need it like I need air. It will all be all right if he says yes—then it will just be about me and I can handle that, I can handle what happens to me. “Please promise me, Reed,” I whisper.
“I promise,” Reed says in a tense tone.
Reed isn’t looking at me now. His face is in profile to me, and his jaw is clenched. Reaching out, I touch his face; I want to tell him it will be okay, but I know it would sound ridiculous, given his recent promise.
“Thank you,” I say simply. Resting my hand against his cheek, he stills, closing his eyes. His skin is warm, much warmer than I expected, and the longer I hold my hand there, the more concern I feel for him.
Is he running a fever? I wonder as my hand shifts to his forehead.
I begin trying to establish if he is ill. He appears to be okay, but his temperature isn’t normal. Reed smiles involuntarily as I scoot nearer to him and use the inside of my wrist on his forehead. He opens his eyes, pulling my wrist from his forehead. To my utter shock he brings my wrist to his lips, kissing it gently. He then pulls it gently back down, holding my hand in his own.
“I’m fine, and so are you,” he says, pointing with his other hand to my knee, which I’d bent to scoot closer to him.
I ignore my knee and say, “But you’re so hot…”
“Thanks,” he says teasingly.
“That’s not what I meant,” I retort.
“I know what you meant. Let’s try to get you on your feet,” Reed says.
Reaching over, he grasps my other hand, and with little aid from me, he has me up on my good leg. I test my knee by just applying a little of my weight to it. There is no pain. I apply a little more weight, and then a little more, preparing to back off of it the moment it hurts. But it doesn’t hurt, even when I put all of my weight on it.
I try taking a step. Reed drops my hands so that I can move freely. My knee is a bit stiff, but otherwise, it feels fine. Examining the surface of my knee, I see a slight discoloration over the kneecap, but other than that, it’s nearly as good as new.
Feeling myself panicking I cover my hands over my face as I think, I’m a monster! Don’t fall apart here—you can fall apart later…
Plastering a fake smile on my face, I bring my hands down to see Reed standing just a few feet away, watching me closely. I try to think of something offhand to say, but all I can come up with is, “Amazing…I can’t wait until that third eye grows out of my forehead.”
I don’t know if I fooled him, but he replies, “I think I have an ace bandage. I will go look for it so we can wrap your knee. You will need to limp around for a day or so. Can you do that?” he asks me.
“Sure,” I say, walking stiffly over to one of the bookshelves on the far wall of the room.
Pulling a book from the shelf, I can’t read the title of it because my eyes are brimming with tears. I try really hard to hold them off until Reed leaves the room. Then, bracing one hand on the bookshelf, I bend over slightly at the waist, clutching the leather-bound book to my chest. Tears fall from my eyes, and I brush them away with the back of my hand.
Breathing in deep breaths, I manage to get my emotions under control, but it is a struggle, and I know the least little thing can set me off again. Feeling Reed getting nearer to the library, I wipe the tears from my face with the back of my hand once again and straighten my posture. I crack the book in my hand, but I can’t read a single character because it’s written in Chinese.
Believing it wise to keep my head down as Reed enters the room, I try to act “normal”. “What is this one?” I ask over my shoulder, holding up the book for Reed to identify, feeling proud of the way my voice doesn’t crack or sound too weak.
“It is a compilation of writings by Sun Tzu and Sun Pin,” Reed says, coming up behind me.
I close the book and put it back on the shelf where I had found it. I walk stiffly to another bookshelf farther away from Reed, keeping my back to him. Selecting a small, brown-leather book, I read the title Heaven and Earth by Lord Byron.
“You have quite a collection. Is this a first edition?” I ask in disbelief, reading the title page, running my fingers over the embossed paper.
“Yes, but I did not care for the play,” he admits.
There are so many books here that I want to read, I think, running my fingertips over the bindings. Who am I kidding, I’ll be lucky to finish a comic book at the rate things are going now.
A small, familiar pain in my chest begins overwhelming me at that moment. The pain usually happens on those rare occasions when I allow myself to think of my parents. I recognize the ache as sorrow. Things will never be the same, I think sadly. From this point on, I am changed. I’ve been given proof now that I’m not a normal person. This is real…My vision blurs as I desperately try to control my shaking hands.
“Genevieve?” Reed says behind me, but I can no longer answer him.
I am losing control of my emotions, and the sobbing sounds that are coming out of me are as unfamiliar to me as they probably are to Reed, but I can’t stop. In the next moment, Reed lifts me off my feet and carries me to the sofa where I’d spent most of the evening.
He sits down with me on his lap, and I bury my face in his neck and continue to cry unchecked. Reed strokes my hair, attempting to soothe me, which makes me cry harder. We sit together like this for a long time until I finally quiet. Sniffling a couple of times, I try to wiggle off of Reed’s lap, completely embarrassed by my inability to control my emotions.
Reed holds me in place and asks, “Are you feeling better?”
I nod my head weakly, but I don’t speak. He pulls the blanket that I’d used earlier from the foot of the sofa, using it to dry my tears. Hugging me briefly, he slides out from under me to kneel at my feet in front of the sofa. Then, he takes an ace bandage from his pocket and begins wrapping it gently around my knee while I sit limply on the sofa. When he finishes, he secures the ends with a couple of clips, before sitting back silently.
“Why won’t you tell me what’s going on?” I ask in a small voice that sounds pleading, even to me. “I really need to know.”
Indecision clouds his eyes before he asks, “What if I said there is a war going on, and I am a soldier in that war?” My eyes narrow as I try to understand what he is telling me. “As a soldier, I’m versed in destroying my enemies whenever and wherever I find them,” he continues, and I try to ignore the fear that his words inspire in me. “But I have found something I have not seen before, something new. I don’t know if it is my enemy, if it is a weapon of my enemy, or…if it could be on our side. If it is my enemy and I help it, then I’m a traitor; but if it is on my side, and I fail to protect it, then I…” He doesn’t go on.
Feeling like I’m in a daze, I think, A war? What war? His enemy? If he has enemies, then that means there is something more frightening than him out there, and it could want me dead, too.
“I should get you back to your room now; you look very tired, Genevieve. Or, would you rather sleep here? I have several rooms—you could choose one,” Reed asks, but I shake my head.
“No, please take me back to Yeats,” I say hoarsely.
Reed nods and then he stands. Holding out his hand to me, I take it and let him lead me from the room. He turns on lights as we go because it’s quite dark outside now. When we make it to his car, he opens the door for me, and I slide onto the seat, not looking at him while he closes my door. I buckle my seatbelt as he seats himself and starts the engine.
I sit mutely in the passenger seat, watching the stars in the sky outside my window as Reed drives back to campus. I can feel Reed studying me, but I can’t bring myself to look at him. When we pull into the parking lot of Yeats, Reed stops the car by the back door. I try to open my door to get out, but it’s locked, and I can’t figure out where the unlock button is to open it.
Stupid imported car! I think uncharitably.
“Genevieve, you have to tell me what you are thinking before you leave,” Reed says, looking at me as I fumble with the door handle that keeps me from escaping. “You haven’t spoken a word since leaving my house, which seems contrary to your character.”
“Is that your way of telling me I talk a lot, Reed?” I ask distractedly.
“No, I just would like to know what you have been thinking,” he insists quietly, making no move to let me out of the car.
“Why? Are you worried about me?” I ask doubtfully, continuing to look for the button that will release the locking mechanism.
He doesn’t answer me. When I still can’t locate the button, I say in growing frustration, “Fine! I was thinking about something you said earlier, about how I’m responsible for bringing Russell here, like I’m a Russell magnet or whatever.” Reed stiffens when I mention Russell’s name, but I continue accusingly, “Well, I was thinking that if I’m responsible for him being here, then maybe someone else is responsible for me being here.”
“What do you mean?” he asks slowly.
“I don’t know, Reed, but whenever you’re around, I have the strangest sensations, a lightness…in here,” I say indicating my abdomen. “That, coupled with the fact that I want to throw myself at you whenever you’re near, indicates to me that perhaps you are responsible for me being here! Now let me out of this car before I die of embarrassment,” I demand, pulling on the handle again and hoping it will magically open.
“You cannot die of embarrassment,” he says with a smug smile on his lips.
“Reed!” I shout, and when I hear the automatic lock click, I am out of the car instantly.



CHAPTER 7
THE HISTORY OF ART
I DON’T HAVE my keys to get in the dorm. I’d left everything that I had brought with me to field hockey practice on the field. Walking around the dorm to the front doors, I find them locked—of course. It is nearly midnight now; I’m beginning to realize that I had been at Reed’s house a long time. Locating what I think is the window to Buns’s room, I search the ground for a couple of small pebbles to throw at it.
Relief floods through me when Buns come to the window after I manage to hit it with a pebble. “Evie,” Buns squeals girlishly. “I’ll be right down, sweetie, don’t move!”
She disappears, and it takes less than a minute for Buns and Brownie to come bursting out of the double doors, letting them close and lock behind them. Before I could point this out to them, they sandwich me between them in a group hug.
“Are you okay, sweetie? We were so worried about you. How’s your knee? Tamera is so off the team; she totally did that on purpose. What did the doctor say? Can you walk on it? Can you play?” Buns and Brownie say in a torrent of words.
“I’m okay. I’m just supposed to rest my knee for a day or so, and then it should be as good as new. See, I can walk on it already,” I say, demonstrating a limp for them when they disengage from the hug that had me pinned between them. “Can I still play, when I’m better?” I ask hopefully. If I play field hockey, then that would be at least an hour out of my day when I wouldn’t have to think about what I am—or what might be out there waiting for me.
“Of course! It’s so awesome that you’re gonna be on the team! We’re gonna annihilate the Kappas this year,” Brownie says, jumping up and down with her pale platinum hair shining in the moonlight.
“Uh, Brownie, we annihilated the Kappas last year—they suck,” Buns says in amusement.
“I know, but we’re going to really, really annihilate them this year!” Brownie agrees evilly.
“Yes, let’s, that sounds amazing!” I agree, getting swept up in their enthusiasm, but a yawn escapes me.
Buns sees it before I can hide it behind my hand. “Evie, I’m so sorry!” she gushes in concern. “We have you standing out here in the middle of the night after you’ve been at the hospital for hours—stuck with Reed. Did he bore you to death in the waiting room? I hope they had some fashion magazines to read at least,” she says, walking over and unlocking the door with a key stashed behind the stone bench.
“Uh, there was plenty to read where we went. Thanks,” I mutter, feeling a little guilty when the girls get on either side of me to help me limp up the stairs. I quickly decide that the guilt is preferable to having to explain my amazing healing capacity. When we reach their room, I wait while Brownie runs inside to get my bag and keys.
Thanking both girls again for their help, I start to go to my room, but Buns stops me as she says, “Oh, Evie, by the way, we left something for you in your room. Let us know if you need help getting it back out,” she says with a wink.
“What is it?” I ask, but she just smiles and goes into her room, closing the door.
I stop by the bathroom on my way back to my room, and then I go wearily down the hall and unlock my door. It is almost completely dark inside; the only light comes from my desk lamp in the corner across from my bed. The light is shining down on the tawny hair directly beneath it.
Russell, seated at my desk, had fallen asleep; his large body is slumped over with his head cradled in his arms. I lean my head against the doorframe, watching him for a few moments. He must’ve been very worried to risk getting caught in my room. A stab of guilt shoots through me when I look at his handsome face. Poor Russell, he tried to rescue me again and wasn’t able to because he had been seriously outgunned.
I close the door and kick off my shoes, watching for signs of wakefulness in him. Then I strip off the filthy practice uniform I’m wearing and change into a clean t-shirt and boxer-like pajama bottoms. Running a brush through my hair a couple of times, working out the knots that have accumulated in it from practice, I sweep it up in a massive ponytail near the crown. Brushing my teeth and washing my face, I watch Russell, who hasn’t stirred at all.
After I cross to my desk, I lay my hand on Russell’s hair and gently smooth it away from his face, tucking some of it behind one ear. He smiles in his sleep; it is so sweet that I find that I am smiling, too.
“Russell…Russ,” I whisper in his ear with my hand resting on his shoulder.
“Evie?” he asks groggily, lifting his head from the desk and squinting at me.
“Hey,” I say softly. “Are you okay? You look terrible. What’re you thinking sneaking in here? You want to lose your scholarship?” I scold gently. He doesn’t answer me but pulls me down on his lap, hugging me fiercely. I rest my head against his shoulder and say, “I’m okay—my knee should be better in a couple days.”
I’m glad he can’t see my face. I hate lying to him because it feels like such a betrayal after what we’ve been through together, but what are the consequences for him in discovering the truth? He’ll be more entangled in my mess, for one, and I can’t have that. I can see that clearly now.
“I checked the Crestwood Hospital, Evie. Where’d he take ya?” Russell asks me quietly.
Paling, I realize I have to come up with a lie that will cover this and be unverifiable. “Reed thinks the local hospital is inept, so he drove me to a specialist near Ann Arbor. That’s why it took so long. I’m sorry you were worried. I didn’t have my phone with me; I left it at the field,” I say lamely, feeling like the monster I no doubt am.
“Really, what’s the doctor’s name?” he asks suspiciously.
“I can’t remember his name. Reed signed me in. I’m sure it’ll be on the big fat bill my uncle gets in the mail in a few weeks,” I sigh. I’m going straight to hell; there is no question. “I’m sorry Reed got you again with his voice thing. I asked him not to do that to you anymore.”
“Evie?” Russell says.
“Yes?” I reply.
“Yer a really bad liar,” he says, his frustration apparent in his tone.
“I know, but I don’t know any other way to protect you,” I reply tiredly, getting off his lap and walking over to the alarm clock. “I’m setting this for five o’clock so we can sneak you out before Megan, the RA, gets up. The only person I’ve ever slept next to is my best friend, Molly, and she never mentioned that I snore, but if I do, you can just keep that info to yourself—and no funny stuff. When I say sleep, I mean sleep,” I inform him, going to the bed and pulling the blanket back. I’m so tired I feel dizzy from it.
“Can I take my shirt off?” Russell asks behind me.
“Uh…sure,” I say, not looking at him. This is probably a really bad idea, but I can’t do anything but climb into my single bed. After switching off the desk lamp, the bed sags when Russell gets in next to me.
My bed is hardly big enough for him; his feet are hanging off the end. He is so large that he can’t help but touch me. There is no other way to manage other than to turn toward him and rest my cheek on his chest so that his shoulders can lay flat on the mattress. “Please tell me they gave you a bigger bed in your room. Your feet are hanging off this one,” I say sleepily.
“Uh huh,” he replies, sounding exhausted, too. “Measured me and made it custom.”
“That’s nice,” I manage to reply.
“Evie, yer gonna tell me what really happened tonight,” Russell states soporifically.
“Mmmm…sleep…my favorite,” I reply drowsily.
I don’t hear anything after that except for the alarm clock going off at five a.m. I’m lying on my side with my back to Russell, and he has his arms wrapped around me snugly. Reaching one arm back, he turns the clock off, and then he returns his arm to rest on my hip. The sun isn’t up yet, but there is enough predawn light to see by.
“Need more sleep,” I whisper. “Ugh, my hair is everywhere, I should just cut it all off one of these days,” I say groggily, trying to sit up only to find my hair is trapped under Russell’s arm.
“Don’t ya dare do that, Red,” Russell whispers back in horror, releasing my hair from under his arm. “I’ll never forgive ya for it if ya do.”
“Deal breaker, huh?” I whisper and sit up, rubbing my eyes to clear them.
“I wouldn’t go that far…just don’t do it,” he says, watching me from his position propped up on an elbow. “Maybe we should just skip today. They never teach ya anythin’ on the first day of school. I know ya want more sleep,” he says invitingly, patting the space where I had just been snuggled up next to him.
“Russell Marx, we’re not skipping! Anyway, we have to get you out of here before Megan hears you or before anyone else gets up. You know the showers are down the hall, and some girls just walk in towels to and from them,” I explain quietly, trying to get him to move from the bed.
“Really…well, I can’t miss that…I’ll just wait here ‘til they all get up and then…” he trails off when I hit him with my pillow.
“Russell!” I whisper sternly, “Get up! We’re getting you out of here.”
“Yer grumpy in the mornin’. Need some coffee or somethin’?” he whispers teasingly.
“Yes, a whole pot at this point,” I say, getting up.
I stumble stiffly toward my closet and find a hooded sweatshirt to put on because it’s colder than normal this morning. Zipping it up, I notice my knee is still wrapped in the bandage Reed had put on me the night before, so I limp a little while walking back toward the bed. I pick Russell’s shirt up off the back of my chair where he’d put it and bring it back to the bed with me.
“How come you’re in such a good mood? You couldn’t have gotten much more sleep than I did last night. Are you a morning person?” I ask in mock horror.
“A mornin’ person, well maybe, but let’s just say I got to experience the nicest parts of hell last night,” he says quietly, taking the shirt I offer him. As he rises out of the bed, I can’t help looking over his perfect abdomen and chest before he shrugs into his shirt.
“I’m sorry, the nicest parts of hell? What does that mean?” I ask.
“Red, yer not a guy, so there’s no point explainin’,” he smiles at me, but does not elaborate further. “Am I really the first guy to sleep next to ya?” he asks.
“Yes,” I admit, blushing and handing Russell his shoes to put on.
“So that means…” Russell starts to say. He complies by taking his shoes from me and putting them on.
“Yes, that’s exactly what that means,” I reply before he could go on. I am not prepared for embarrassing conversations this early in the morning. I walk to my closet, retrieving a pair of sandals to put on.
“How’s that possible?” he asks me with a grin on his face.
“I just haven’t met the right person,” I mutter, feeling my blush deepening. “And stop grinning at me like the Cheshire cat,” I say, slipping the sandals on.
I go to the door and open it just enough to stick my head out. Since no one is in the hall, I motion for Russell to join me. We walk to the back stairs. Opening the back door, I check to make sure no one is in the parking lot; it seems empty, so I walk outside with Russell and let the door close behind us.
“Whew, that was a close one, no one almost saw us,” Russell says, grinning sweetly.
I smile too—I can’t help it. “When’s your first class today?” I ask him, feeling relief at not getting caught.
“It’s not until ten. I’ll get one of the guys to grab me somethin’ from the cafeteria,” he says smugly.
“Oh, you get to go back to bed until ten…I don’t think I like you anymore! I have Art History at eight, but it’s okay because I think it’s going to be my favorite class,” I say with anticipation as I absently try to smooth my hair back from my face, fighting the breeze blowing it.
Russell’s eyebrow quirks, “Why?” he asks, before he reaches over to tuck my hair behind my ear for me.
“Because I’ve never had a class like it. It will be my existential flight from the iron cage of reason,” I reply hopefully, feeling fairly excited about the prospect of something different.
“Damn girl, yer smart. I’m not even sure what ya meant by that, but it sounds phat. Anyway, when can we talk?” he asks significantly. “We need to discuss what happened to ya yesterday.”
“There is nothing to discuss,” I state stubbornly, hoping that he’ll just let it go if he meets with some resistance.
“I say there is, and if yer not sayin’, then I’ll have to go ask the thing who dragged ya off what happened,” Russell states just as stubbornly, definitely not letting anything go. He is dug in.
“Oh, that’s a great idea. Since you two are so tight, I’m sure he’ll tell you everything. While you’re at it, why don’t you invite him to hang out, come to a game!” I say sarcastically. “Are you insane?”
“Insane, no, but I’ve seen some things recently that have made me question reality as I’ve known it. Meetin’ you was like splittin’ an atom. Ya happened by, and then my whole world blew up, and I’m just tryin’ to make sense of it all. So if that means confrontin’ a key player in our drama, then I’ll do it,” he says with determination.
“Why won’t you let me protect you, Russell? Please. This isn’t a drama. This is…this is…and I’m…and you just can’t…you just can’t, Russell.” I put my cheek against his chest and Russell’s arms slide around me, hugging me soothingly. “Just let me handle it…Please?”
“Red, whatever it is, yer not handling it. It’s handling you,” he says quietly.
“Then let it handle me, and not you, okay?” I reply.
“Woman, yer just plain stubborn.” he says with irritation.
“Guilty,” I agree.
“Meet me for lunch at the cafeteria, okay?” Russell asks in resignation.
“I’ll buy,” I agree.
**
I’m right about my Art History class; it is different from any class I’ve ever taken. The professor, Sam MacKinnon, is a very talented portrait artist in his own right. His descriptions of the masterpieces that we’ll be discussing this semester are nothing short of what a lover might say about his beloved. They are sensual and thought evoking descriptions, full of passion.
He’s kind of an old-school professor, even though he appears quite young. Instead of a power point presentation to illustrate the art works to be discussed, Mr. MacKinnon uses an old projector with slides to magnify the images on a screen in the front of the classroom. With the lights dim and the projector on, the faces of the students in the classroom are eerie alabaster busts; they reflect the ghostly light that bounces off the screen in front of them.
Any thoughts of being tired evaporate as the images on the screen flash before me in a rapid-fire procession. Mr. MacKinnon explains that we’ll be studying each image in depth: discussing the artist, the genre in which it was created, and the medium, as well as intimate details relating to each piece. I can’t wait to start, and I feel disappointment when the lights come up signifying the end of class. Gathering my books, I squint as my eyes adjust to the light. To say that I’m excited to be in this class is an understatement. Holding my books to me, I move along with the other students towards the door.
“Excuse me, young lady…uh, miss?” I hear a voice behind me say.
I turn to see my new professor hailing me back into the classroom. I walk back in slowly, unsure of why Mr. MacKinnon is singling me out. “Yes?” I ask.
“I’m sorry, I don’t know your name yet. I don’t take attendance on the first day,” he says politely, waiting for me to provide him with the information.
“Genevieve Claremont,” I state as if for some record in an interrogation.
He smiles kindly at me and says, “Genevieve, I’m not sure if you’re aware of this, but I’m not only a professor of art history and graphic art, I also do some of my own work that I show at the end of each semester.”
“Yes, I read your bio in the Mothers’ Club directory. You have a show that is presented at the Sage Center, right?” I reply, blushing as I recall the intrusive publication.
“That’s correct. Good, then you may be aware that I often select subjects for my paintings from the student body at Crestwood?” Mr. MacKinnon asks.
“No, I wasn’t aware of that,” I reply slowly, rapidly drawing some conclusions.
“I would like you to sit for me for an oil painting I am planning. What do you say?” he asks, and when he smiles, his blue eyes all but twinkle. “You have an almost ethereal quality to you that, if I could capture it, could lend itself to a very interesting piece.”
“Umm, please don’t take this the wrong way, but if I sit for you…I wouldn’t have to umm…that is to say, I’d get to keep my clothes…err, what would a sitting entail?” I ask, feeling my cheeks flushing with color.
“Oh, right, well…we’d figure out a convenient time, then you would come to my studio on the second floor in this building, the fine arts building, where my assistant, Debra, and I would find a pose for you. We’d take some pictures, and then you would need to come back for a few sittings to make sure it turns out well,” he explains.
“Oh, that doesn’t sound bad. What should I wear?” I ask significantly.
“I don’t do nudes, Genevieve, good God, not at this school anyway,” he chuckles and beams like he has found a shiny new coin for his collection. “My assistant will be with us the entire time.”
“Can I let you know after class on Thursday? I’d like a little time to think about it. I’ve never done anything like that before,” I ask cautiously.
“I’d like to get started soon after that, if you agree that is,” he says confidently, like he knows I will eventually say yes. “I’ll wait to hear from you.”
My next class is not nearly as interesting as Art History had been. It’s the History of Western Civilization. Dr. Stuart, the professor, isn’t as colorful as Mr. MacKinnon had been. His presentation of the origins of our culture is dry and leaves me with the impression that I can learn most of what I need to know from the textbook.
I buy a coffee after class and wait in the student union until lunch. I’m completely exhausted, and all I really want to do is skip lunch altogether and go back to my room to sleep, but I had promised to meet Russell for lunch. I run into Freddie outside Saga waiting in line to get into the cafeteria.
“Evie! How’s the knee?” Freddie asks, coming back to the end of the line to wait with me. “I saw that other girl slash you; it was wicked. I thought it was broken for sure. In fact, I lost twenty bucks on it,” he says morosely.
“Freddie, that’s awful! I can’t believe you lost twenty bucks betting on me!” I say in irritation.
“I know, next time take your phone so I can call you and hedge my bet,” Freddie smirks.
“That’s not what I meant, Alfred.” I say sullenly. “How can you bet on something like that? It’s not nice.”
“I know, but I was just kidding. I bet fifty bucks that it wasn’t broken, and I took the bet against Mason. It was so tight taking his bank. Here, this is your cut,” Freddie says, smiling and handing me a twenty-dollar bill.
“Oh, in that case, thanks!” I reply and take the twenty from Freddie. “Anything to skool Mason,” I go on because I’m still a little irked about the directory rating.
“I thought you’d feel that way,” Freddie says and smiles.
“I’m supposed to meet Russell here for lunch, can you eat with us?” I ask him. I really want to ask Freddie what he thinks about me posing for a portrait with Mr. MacKinnon.
“Sure,” Freddie says as we present our saga cards to the maitre d’ at the podium, just inside the cafeteria.
After getting our food, we sit in what is fast becoming our table in the back by the picture window. I watch for Russell as Freddie tells me about his classes. It doesn’t take long for Russell to find us, although he doesn’t seem very psyched to see Freddie sitting with me. Not because he doesn’t like Freddie—I know he does—but because now he can’t interrogate me about the previous night. I hadn’t planned it, but it couldn’t have worked out better for me if I had. I love Freddie, I think.
“Russell, hey, I’m glad you’re here. I was just about to tell Freddie about my Art History class. Well, not about my class, but about what happened after class,” I say, and then I explain to them both about the portrait that Mr. MacKinnon wants me to pose for. “So, what do you think?” I ask them.
Neither one of them speaks at first; they just sort of look at each other, like male telepathy or something. Then Russell asks, “What’s this professor’s name again?”
“Mr. MacKinnon, he’s an artist. He holds an exhibition at the Sage Center at the end of each semester,” I say.
“What will you be wearing when you pose?” asks Freddie, trying to hide his smirk.
My eyes narrow. Yep, he’s definitely my long lost twin.
“Please, this is Crestwood, Freddie, and anyway, his assistant will be there the entire time,” I assure him.
“I don’t know, Red, it could be legit, but then again, he could just be targetin’ a beautiful freshman,” Russell sighs in exasperation. “Ya know its gettin’ irritatin’ havin’ to worry ‘bout professors on top of everythin’ else.”
“Well, maybe you shouldn’t worry about it then. I’m a big girl. I’ll make my own decisions. I just wanted to know what you thought,” I snap back at him.
His brown eyes narrow at me. “Fine, just make it for when I can go with ya so that Mr. Fine Arts doesn’t misplace his paintbrushes,” Russell says with heat in his tone, reacting no doubt to my tone.
“I don’t need a babysitter, Russell,” I reply, pushing my tray away tiredly.
“Evie, ya haven’t been here a week and already ya have been…” he trails off when he sees me look up at Freddie then back to him.
Freddie holds up his hand, saying, “Okay, I hate it when Mom and Dad fight, so I’ll go and babysit Evie with Mr. Paint-by-numbers. It’ll give you some time to figure out you’re not really mad at her,” Freddie says to Russell. “Friends don’t let friends get nekkid with professors.”
Both Russell and I turn and glare at Freddie until he says, “Wut?” and holds up both his hands defensively.
“I’ll let you know what I decide, Freddie,” I say, standing with my tray. “I’m really tired. I’m going to go take a nap.”
Russell must agree that a nap is in order because, thankfully, he doesn’t try to stop me. I stumble down the hill to my dorm and lock myself in my room. I dive head first into my bed and don’t resurface for the rest of the day.



CHAPTER 8
THE SPEED OF LIGHT
AFTER MY ARGUMENT with Russell, I miss dinner because I sleep straight through it. I probably would’ve slept through until morning, but Buns and Brownie knock on my door when they get back from field hockey practice. They both come in and sit on my bed, watching me while I brush my teeth. When I finish, I tell them about Mr. MacKinnon’s request.
“He wants you to be a model for him?” Buns asks in envy. “Sweetie, you’re so lucky, he’s really talented. I went to his exhibit last year, and it was amazing. Plus, Sam is so yummy. I had Art History last year, and I never skipped his class.”
“So, you’re saying I should do it?” I ask her.
“Sweetie, if you don’t, I will,” Buns says, smiling.
“Buns and I are taking the Golden Goose to the Seven-Eleven to get snacks. We wanted to know if you want to come,” Brownie says, getting to the point.
“Snacks sound good. Explain to me the Golden Goose, and we’re in business,” I say, slipping on a pair of sandals.
“Oh, that’s my car, sweetie,” Buns says. “We dubbed it the Golden Goose. I would tell you why, but it really speaks for itself.”
“Okay, I’d love to come. I missed dinner. I just need to use the bathroom, and then I’ll meet you in the parking lot.”
Opening the back door to the parking lot, I come face to face with the Golden Goose. Buns parks it directly under the flood light by the back door so I am able to get a good look at her car. It’s a late model Grand Marquee in the most metallic shade of gold ever created. Buns hits the horn, and it wheezes out a honk that sounds suspiciously like a goose. I open the back door on the driver’s side, climb in, and as soon as I shut the door, Buns hits the accelerator. The car handles like a vehicle meant to be in water; it feels like a big land yacht.
“Buns, is this your parents’ car?” I ask her suspiciously.
“It was Elise’s car, but she gave it to me when she got a new one,” Buns says, looking at me in the rearview mirror. As she did so, the car casually drifts over the double yellow lines in the road before Brownie puts her hand on the wheel to gently pull us back to our lane. Buns seems not to notice the helping hand.
“Is Elise your mom?” I ask interestedly, watching to see who’d be driving the car when Buns answers the question.
“Elise and Charlie Bonds are my parents,” Buns says sweetly, but we don’t drift into the other lane this time.
“And before you ask, no they’re not pimps,” Brownie says good-naturedly. Brownie has kind of nailed the essence of this car; it does seem suspiciously like a pimpmobile. Buns smiles pleasantly as the car sways over the road with the consistency of a butterfly. “They own several ice cream stores in the Fort Wayne area. You should see the little uniforms that Buns wears to dish out ice cream. She works for her parents during the summers, and she looks like a candy striper in her outfit,” Brownie says.
“You said you were going to work with me this summer,” Buns says to Brownie teasingly. “I can’t wait to see you in the stripes. I might order an extra small for you and see how many tips you can rack up.” She laughs as the car sways over the road.
Buns makes a left turn and we’re in the parking lot of the 7-Eleven. She turns off her lights and the engine, and I try not to let any of the pop bottles escape from the floor while getting out. Pushing the store’s glass doors open, the girls go straight to the chip aisle while I diverge and go toward the refrigerated section.
Walking to the back, I study the selection of pre-made sandwiches behind the glass door; none of them looks appetizing, about as moist as sawdust. There are packages of crackers with turkey and cheese; it seems to be my best option, so I open the refrigerator, drawing one out of the vending line. Seeing bottled water in the next refrigerator, I select one of those, too.
A couple of boys from school walk in, and Buns calls out, “JT, Pete! How was your practice, sweetie?” They’re on the lacrosse team. I recognize JT by his uniform.
JT smoothes back his dark, wet hair as he walks to Buns’s side, saying, “It was hard because I kept getting distracted by the blond girls with the sticks. Reed hit me in the head twice with the ball. See, I have a little cut here by my eye.”
“Oh you poor thing—let me look at it,” Buns says sweetly, examining JT’s wound. Brownie rolls her eyes at me and goes to talk to Pete, who is getting a fountain drink.
As I shuffle toward the front of the store, the darkest sense of déjà vu trickles down my spine like icy fingers. A shiver of dread creeps over my skin, causing goose bumps to rise on my arms. I slow and then stop in the middle of the aisle, eyeing the fluorescent light over my head, watching its strobe-like flicker. A low hum vibrates from it while it sizzles with disjointed flashes of illumination.
When I look away from the light, everything around me had changed. The walls of the store are spattered like a Jackson Pollock painting with blood and brain matter. Bloody trails of speckled drops cover the beige-and-taupe, checkerboard-pattern vinyl tile. I gaze around in horror. Everything is upturned; the displays of chips and candy lie in towering piles on the floor, and the magazine racks roil with choking smoke. The coffee pots are blown to bits; only the brown and orange rims remain to testify as to what they had been. The glass doors of the refrigerators are shattered and dripping with the contents of several cartons of milk and juice.
Unable to comprehend what I am seeing, I am also wholly unprepared for the next assault on my senses. Breathing deeply, the putrid air permeating the store hits me. I have never smelled anything like it before in my life—even the cadaverous flesh of formaldehyde-soaked frogs are no comparison to the heinousness of this reek. I clamp my hand over my mouth and nose to cover them, trying to block out some of the rotten stench. My trembling fingers feel slick and sticky. Pulling my hand away, the stain of blood mars my pale skin and fingernails.
The eerie, pulsating light draws my eyes back up to the ceiling—to the flickering fluorescent glow. A cacophony builds around me, as if I am beneath an amp, and the reverb pounds me in low frequency waves that echo off my body. Clasping my hands to my ears, I attempt to block out the crushing waves assaulting my eardrums. The intense light grows whiter and brighter while it slowly reaches out to me. Then it bursts forth in a flash, knocking me to the ground with a deafening wham!
My eyes flicker open, and I squint to see Buns crouching above me. “Sweetie…sweetie…can you hear me?” Buns asks while she pushes my hair back gently from my forehead. “Here she is! Here you are, sweetie. Are you okay?”
Why am I on the floor? I wonder.
I try to sit up, but I am held down by JT’s hand on my shoulder. “There is no rush, Evie. Take your time; try to take some deep breaths,” JT says kindly as his hand remains on my shoulder. “You fainted. When did you eat last?” he asks me.
In confusion, I gaze into JT’s hazel eyes, trying to think. “I had some coffee before lunch, and then a bagel,” I stammer.
“You have to eat more than that, Evie,” he says with concern. “Your body can’t survive on coffee and bread.”
“My body can’t survive…” I begin to repeat him, but I trail off. In an instant, I recall what happened. The 7-Eleven is the stage of my nightmare, I think feebly, and hope I won’t get sick. My heart starts hammering in my chest, and I have the urge to jump up and run, but I can’t because JT is still holding me down. “Um, that’s why I was getting food,” I say, trying to locate the crackers I’d had in my hand before being rudely slapped around by the light above me. “I think I’m okay now. Can I get up?” I ask JT in a soft tone, glancing at his hand on my shoulder.
He squints at me suspiciously as he says, “I don’t know. You’re about as white as a ghost. How do you feel?” he asks.
Faking a winsome smile, I reply, “I feel like getting up.” Satisfied that I am better, JT helps me to my feet.
Covertly, I scan the store for signs of the blood and gore from my dream. Except for the morbid sense of déjà vu, everything else seems fine. My hands, gratefully, are as clean as they’d been when I entered the store. Pete picks up the food and bottled water I must’ve dropped. He hands them back to me kindly.
“Thanks,” I say, trying to act normal and hoping my tone isn’t too loud because my ears are still ringing.
The clerk behind the counter hasn’t moved at all from her position by the cash register. She eyes me skeptically while the piercings in her eyebrow draw down into a frown. I set my stuff on the counter as she chews her gum with relentless fervor. When I finish paying her, everyone congregates around me while I take a few sips of my water.
Brownie puts her arm around my shoulder and asks, “How do you feel?” But before I can answer her, she adds, “I was really freaked, especially when you stopped mumbling and just went limp.”
“I was mumbling? What was I saying?” I ask in alarm.
“I don’t know,” Brownie replies,” I couldn’t hear you that well, but it wasn’t English. You know what it sounded like?” she asks, pointing at me excitedly. “It sounded like the time Bobby, my brother, and I put on an old Black Sabbath record and tried to play it backwards. Bobby thought that there were hidden messages on it, but we never really heard anything.”
Goose bumps rise on my arms as a shiver runs through me again. I smile to cover it up and say, “I take Latin. I was probably ordering a pizza.” Everyone laughs, to my relief.
The clerk butts in, asking, “Is that all?” We are still milling around the counter, which seems to be annoying her.
“Yes, thank you,” I say, moving away toward the door. I want nothing more than to escape the store and never come back.
As I step outside, I breathe in deep gulps of air to try to clear my head. JT and Pete walk over to the shiny, silver car parked next to the Golden Goose. Seeing it, I cringe, because unless JT has a car exactly like Reed’s, then it’s safe to assume that JT had borrowed Reed’s car to go to the store with Pete.
They both climb into the elegant import, before opening its windows. “Hey, Buns,” JT calls from the driver’s side, “Delt wars are starting soon. You ready?”
Buns’s smile is full of hubris when she retorts, “Sweetie, we’ve been plotting your demise all summer. You’ll never see us coming.”
“You’re that confident in your arsenal, are you?” he replies, grinning.
“Don’t worry about my arsenal, sweetie, just make sure you aren’t bringing a knife to a gunfight,” Buns teases.
Brownie rolls her eyes. “Or, you two could just get a room and fight it out there. Lez go, Buns.”
“What are the Delt wars?” I ask them, attempting to open my crackers with shaky hands. I’m trying really hard not to think about what had just happened to me.
Buns backs the car out of the parking spot, wheeling it around like a motorboat. “The Delt House picks a couple of sororities to go to war with each year. But it’s usually just our house, which is the Chi house, or the Kappa house. They take something from the sorority house so that we go to war with them to get it back. Last year, they stole one of our Greek Week trophies and were drinking beer out of it. They sent ransom photos,” Brownie explains.
“But this year, Brownie and I are operating an offensive. We thought that we could initiate a pre-emptive strike,” Buns explains, sounding sly. “We figured, why should we wait for them to draw first blood? That’s just plain stupid if you ask me. Then we’ll have to play on their terms—follow their clues—fall into their ambushes. Why not take their game to them?”
Brownie nods. “We’ve been trying to decide what to take from their house that will dis and dismiss and throw them into chaos mode,” Brownie says with relish.
I think about it for a second, and then I blurt out, “You should take one of their composites. You know, the ones they have with all of the members in the house pictured on it? Then you can rate them, on a ten-point scale, and take a picture of the results as ransom,” I blush, thinking about the Mothers’ Club Directory again.
With a wicked grin, Brownie chimes in, “Hey, yeah, like they do with the freshman directory!”
I raise my hand in a there you go gesture.
“Evie, you’re an evil genius,” Buns beams, and the Golden Goose begins swaying over the yellow lines in the road. She winks at me over her shoulder and Brownie corrects the wheel without missing a beat.
“No, just a woman scorned,” I reply, taking a bite of my cracker sandwich I’ve compiled.
“We need you!” Brownie says, “You think on your feet, and you’re really athletic, and other than passing out in the convenience store, I’d say you’d make a great soldier in our war.”
Buns screeches into the dorm parking lot with her eyes on me in the rearview mirror, “We need stealth, and you move like a cat,” Buns says. “Brownie and I were discussing that play you made just before Tamera took you out. It was like watching a panther go up against an armadillo.”
“Did we say armadillo? I thought we said a panther and a porcupine,” Brownie interrupts.
“Sweetie, armadillo, porcupine, hedgehog—the point is Tamera knew she couldn’t match the speed and grace, and so she resorted to violence to take Evie out,” Buns reasons rationally, parking the car in the back of the lot.
“Just say yes, Evie, because she’ll only work on you until you do,” says Brownie conspiratorially.
We open our doors and climb out of the Goose. “Don’t I have to be a Chi or something to be involved? Especially if I’m on your team?” I ask, wondering how this all works.
“No, everyone will look at it like we’re recruiting you, which we are, but come on, you’re no Kappa,” Brownie says, then takes a sip of her fountain drink.
“You’re recruiting me?” I ask as we head toward the dorm.
“Sweetie, we didn’t start out to, we never recruit because it’s kind of beneath us. I figure you either like us or you don’t, but it’s just that we like you—you seem to get us. A kindred spirit if you want to look at it that way,” Buns says, putting her arm around my shoulder. “You don’t have to pledge if you don’t want to; we just like having you around.”
“So, you’ll help us beat the Delts?” Brownie persists, opening the door to Yeats and holding it for Buns and me.
“Yes, I’ll help,” I agree, because it will be the distraction I need after my smack down at the 7-Eleven. I don’t have any way to decipher what is happening to me. I am just trying to live through the horror of it.
Brownie and Buns both clap like two ten-year-olds. “Okay, strategy meeting tomorrow night after practice. Are you all right to practice, Evie? How’s your knee?” Brownie asks with concern.
“It’s stylin’. I can practice,” I say, knowing that I can’t keep up the charade of fake limping anymore.
“Fierce! Do you want to come in and kick back for a while?” Buns asks, opening the door to their room.
“No thanks, I think I’m going to try to go back to sleep,” I decline. “I’ll see you both tomorrow. Goodnight.”
“Goodnight, sweetie.” Buns says as I walk down the hall to my room.
There is a note taped to the outside of my door. I open the note and read it:
Dear Red,
Sorry, I was being a tool. I stopped by to see you, but one of the girls I asked to get you said that you weren’t in. Please call me when you get this so I can apologize. Russell



CHAPTER 9
FOREIGN LANGUAGE
I READ THE note from Russell several times. It’s so sweet; he actually said he was being a tool, which he kind of was, but he was a sweet tool. Once inside my room, I fold up the note, placing it on my desk, and then I change into a t-shirt and boxer pajama bottoms. After washing my face and brushing my teeth, I walk down the hall to the bathroom.
On my way back to my room, I stop dead in my tracks because there are butterflies taking flight in my abdomen the closer I get to my room. Backing up from my door slowly, I consider my options. I’m in my pajamas with no shoes and no keys to get very far. Rabbiting doesn’t really appeal to me anyway, since this is my room. Mine. I square my shoulders, walking the remaining steps to my door.
When I open it, I scan my room for Reed, but he isn’t inside. Leaning back against the door to close it, I sigh in relief until I think to look in the closet. Creeping to the folding door, I peek inside, but he isn’t in there either. I exhale the breath I’ve been holding, before I brush my hair and pull it back into a ponytail, preparing to go to bed soon.
Then I prowl my room nervously. My Reed radar is still going off. He has to be here, at Yeats Hall, somewhere. But why? I wonder anxiously. Maybe he’s visiting someone downstairs or something, I think and instantly feel a twinge of jealousy shoot through me, shocking me with its intensity. What do I care whom Reed sees? I think rationally, trying to shrug off the feeling that I’ve just had. I don’t even like him, and the less he thinks about me, the better, right?
Turning on my computer, I read an email from Uncle Jim that outlines some technologies that are being developed to insert subliminal messaging into advertising. Realizing that none of the software that he is talking about resembles anything like what Reed can do, I decide I might have to accept Reed’s explanation.
I think for a second about telling Uncle Jim about the scary light and having my nightmare in the 7-Eleven this evening, but my hands shake with fear. I can’t tell him, I think, wringing my hands together so they won’t tremble. He’ll be really freaked out, and he’ll want me to come home. He’s safer if I stay away.
I type a quick reply message to him, giving him a bubblegum version of college life. Then I ask him to check out Russell’s computer, providing him the IP address. I send the email and shut down my computer. Finding my phone on my nightstand, I send a text to Russell explaining that I am sorry, too, about our argument and that I’ll see him at breakfast in the morning.
I pull back the blanket on my bed before I walk over to shut off the desk lamp. On my way back to the bed, I happen to look out the window, and I see Reed standing outside of it. I nearly scream but I am able to stifle it. I do, however, shy back from the window in a knee jerk reaction while my heart just about pounds out of my chest.
I hadn’t been able to see him out there because the light from the lamp had made the window almost opaque. With the lamp off, I can easily see Reed leaning back against the fire escape railing with his arms crossed in front of him. He has been watching me since I came back from the bathroom, I think in irritation. I try to remember if I’ve done anything embarrassing, but I can’t think of anything, so I march to the window and wrench the curtains closed. Then I get into bed and lie there fuming.
Hearing the window latch release and the two panes of glass fan open, I realize that Reed is letting himself in, so I roll over and pull the blanket over my head. “Just go away, Reed!” I whisper-hiss to him in the darkness.
“Genevieve,” Reed’s voice carries from outside on the fire escape, “meet me in the parking lot in five minutes.” His voice sounds strange—strained.
“Whyyyy?” I whine, hoping to put him off.
“You have five minutes!” he says sternly before the windows slam shut.
I sit in my bed for about two and a half minutes. What is the worst he can do if I don’t come out? I think angrily. When the third minute ticks on the clock, I kick my blanket off my legs and bound out of bed. “Fine!” I say through my teeth with my hands in fists.
I slip on a pair of running shoes and put on my hooded sweatshirt. I exit the dorm via the back door and I am in the parking lot with about thirty seconds to spare. Locating Reed’s car parked in the back of the lot, I trudge over to it. Reed gets out of the driver’s side and walks around to open the door for me. He isn’t wearing a shirt and I realize that he hadn’t had one on when he was on the fire escape either.
My eyebrows draw together as I think, He shouldn’t just walk around like that; it’s obscene to have to look at someone so perfect. He should do the world a favor and eat a donut or two, sheesh. Sitting sullenly in the seat with my arms crossed in front of me, I refuse to look at him.
He watches me before he sighs heavily, saying, “What happened tonight?”
My eyebrows pull together. “Let me think…what didn’t you see when you were spying on me outside my window? How did you get up there, anyway? The ladder has to be pushed off the fire escape, and it’s at least twenty feet off the ground. There is no way you could reach it you…you…total perv!” I rant at him.
His eyes narrow, mirroring mine. “JT said you fainted at the Seven-Eleven tonight. He said you were as white as a ghost, and he said you were mumbling in Latin before you went completely unconscious. Pete said he thought you were dead for a second. Now explain what happened before I lose my temper,” he grits out through his teeth.
Oh, just wait until I get my hands on that Delt composite! I think angrily. JT and Pete are each getting a big fat rating of one.
I look away from him, replying sarcastically, “Well, you can tell JT and Pete for me that the next time they hold a knitting bee and gossip circle, I could use a new sweater!”
“Genevieve,” Reed says quietly, but it has the same effect on me as if he’d shouted.
“Fine! I went to the Seven-Eleven to get snacks, I got my butt kicked by the florescent light, I woke up on the ground, and then I went home. The end. Goodnight,” I say and try to open the car door, but Reed locks it before I can pull the handle. “Ahh, Reed!” I complain when I couldn’t find the unlock button again.
“Let’s start from the beginning,” Reed says slowly, obviously deciding to treat me like an errant child. “You entered the Seven-Eleven…” he trails off so that I could fill in the blank.
Exhaling the word, “Fine,” I tell him what happened: from the déjà vu, to the gore, to the loud noise, to the KO by the flickering light, to waking up and being told that I had been speaking in tongues…well, in backward Black Sabbath anyway. I give him as much detail as I can think of; I even explain about the putrid smell.
Reed’s jaw grows more taut as my story goes on. “What were you saying…mumbling before you went unconscious, do you know?” he asks urgently when I’m done.
“No, they told me that I was saying something, but I don’t remember that part,” I reply.
“If you heard the language again, do you think you would recognize it?” he asks speculatively.
Frowning and giving him a small shrug, I answer honestly, “I don’t know.”
And then the most amazing thing happens: Reed begins to speak to me in a language that is at once so familiar and yet so foreign that the dichotomy of it makes me dizzy. It’s lithe and musical, and though I can’t understand a word of it, it calls to me in a hypnotic way. I feel compelled to get closer to the source of it, and when he stops speaking, I realize to my horror that I’m clinging to his chest with my ear all but pressed to his lips.
“What was that?” I ask him in awe.
“Did you like it?” he asks with humor in his tone; my reaction is funny to him.
“What were you saying?” I ask breathlessly.
“I was telling you what a frustrating creature I find you,” he replies.
I feel the heat of embarrassment flush my cheeks. “Oh, so it’s not the content that makes it sound so lovely,” I say, releasing my grip on him and straightening in my seat. “What language is that? It sounds Celtic, but not…” I trail off, searching my mind for any indication of what it could’ve been. “I feel like I should know what you were saying, but I don’t,” I say in disappointment. “Can you teach me it?”
“You will know it soon enough. Was that the language you were speaking?” he asks.
“I don’t know, you should ask JT and Pete. I was being introduced to the floor of the convenience store at that point,” I reply absently, still enthralled by what I’ve just heard.
Reed’s eyes narrow again as he asks me arrogantly, “Why did you try to conceal this from me? You should have come to me right away after it happened.”
My eyes connect with his beautiful green ones as I scoff, “Are you serious? I’ve got news for you, pal: you’re the last person I’d go to with this information.”
“That is absurd. I’m the only one who could interpret for you what you experienced,” he says, speaking slowly as if I lack the wit to comprehend him.
“Oh, right, because you’ve been such a bevy of information for me in the past,” I say sarcastically, rolling my eyes. “Yeah, Reed, you’re a virtual Rosetta stone!”
“Genevieve,” Reed sighs my name in frustration.
“Reed,” I reply mirroring his tone, before pointing out, “you have to admit you haven’t exactly inspired trust.”
“Oh, I see, and who does inspire your trust, your soul mate? Is that who you can tell?” Reed asks, sounding suspiciously like he is jealous.
I shake my head slowly. You’re insane, I think, Reed’s not jealous; he doesn’t even like you.
I wrinkle my nose. “My soul mate? What are you talking about…you mean Russell?” I ask incredulously.
“Yes, Russell,” Reed replies sullenly.
A flutter of fear edges through me. “I haven’t told Russell a thing about what happened tonight, and if you do, I swear I’ll never speak to you again. He’s not a part of this! And I didn’t tell you either simply because I didn’t want to tip the scales,” I say defensively, trying to explain my position.
“What do you mean by ‘tip the scales?’” Reed asks me in confusion.
My chin lifts as my throat grows tight. I twist my fingers together in my lap, before I say, “I didn’t want to add any more items to the con side of the ‘Genevieve’s Continued Survival’ list. What if this is the thing that makes you decide that I’m now dangerous enough to eliminate?” I ask, not looking at him but instead focusing on the dashboard in front of me so that I can’t assess if it is, indeed, the proverbial straw.
“You are afraid of me?” Reed asks me, sounding unpleasantly surprised.
“Of course I’m afraid of you. You’re menacing, you’re overbearing, you’re arrogant, and if you don’t see that, then you can just add high to the list,” I say, using my fingers to tick off his shortcomings.
“You are saying you don’t want my help?” he asks me angrily.
“Now you want to help me?” I laugh humorlessly, scrubbing my face in disbelief. “You’ve been treating me like I’m the scourge of the earth, and now, all of a sudden, I get knocked out by a bright light and you want to help me? Well, sorry, but I’m having a difficult time believing you. So if you don’t mind, I’d like to get some rest before I get struck by lightning, or something equally as bizarre.”
“I’m sorry I frightened you,” Reed says softly. I steal a glance at him, seeing him grip the stirring wheel with both hands as the tension translates to his forearms. His perfect lips thin as he adds, “I regret much of my behavior where you’re concerned. I haven’t handled myself, or our situation, well.”
My eyes widen in surprise. “Our situation? You mean the fact that you’re a predator and I’m prey, that situation?” I ask him softly. Reed’s frown darkens, like he doesn’t enjoy the obvious description of what we are to each other. “I regret that situation too, trust me,” I reply and tense, waiting for him to respond angrily like he did before, but he surprises me when he remains quiet. He almost appears lost, like he doesn’t know how to respond to what I’ve just said. “Reed,” I sigh. “What am I going to do with you?” I ask, peering at him. “So, are you going to tell me what’s going on?”
“I think you had a premonition tonight,” he says bluntly.
I don’t know what I had expected him to say, but that isn’t it. Frowning and looking away from him so that I can concentrate, I ask, “Like a hallucination?”
“No, more akin to a prophecy, or an omen,” he explains.
I don’t realize that my left hand has a death grip on the car’s stick shift until Reed put his hand on mine in a comforting way. “So now I’m the Oracle of Delphi? Is that what you’re saying?” I ask him contemptuously, thinking of all the stories I’ve read involving omens. They never have happy endings. That’s why they’re called tragedies. It’s that, and the fact that someone always ends up with his eyes gouged out or becoming food for the crows, I think cynically.
“No, of course not,” he says. “You are speaking of mythology. This is real.”
“Okay, so an omen. So now I’m forecasting the future?” I ask as he laces his fingers with mine, distracting me momentarily from my line of thought.
“I’m not certain if it was you forecasting it or if…” he trails off thoughtfully.
“Or if something provided me with the information in the form of a high-powered light.” I pick up his line of thought, remembering just how it felt to get hit by the light that had no heat, but that had felt like a whiplash when it hit me.
“Yes,” he says simply, gazing at our intertwined fingers as if he hasn’t held someone’s hand in a long time, or like it is a new experience for him.
My mind races, trying to make the puzzle pieces fit together. They don’t seem to match up. “Okay, so when is the mother ship coming to pick us up?” I ask worriedly.
“The what?” Reed asks with confusion clouding his eyes.
“The mother ship, you know, aliens?” I ask tensely.
He gives me an impatient look. “Aliens?” he scoffs.
“We’re not aliens then?” I reply, not even trying to keep the relief out of my voice.
“No!” he says emphatically as he searches my face—probably for other signs of mental illness.
Sighing, I ask, “Then what are we, Reed? Because seriously, if some big alien bug cracks me open from the inside and starts wiggling out, I’m going to be really ticked off that you didn’t warn me.” The exasperation I feel is overflowing.
“Genevieve, I am not an alien. You are not an alien,” he says clearly, making sure I understand him.
“Then what am I?” I ask pleadingly, holding his hand in mine now as if I could wring the answer from him.
“I can’t tell you,” he frowns, focusing on our fingers entwined.
“I’m getting out of the car now! Open this door!” I say, trying to disengage his hand from mine.
“I said I couldn’t tell you; I didn’t say that I did not want to tell you. There are laws, rules that I cannot break,” he lets go of my hand reluctantly and continues. “Remember when I said there is a war and I’m a soldier?”
“Yes,” I reply grudgingly.
“There are so many things that I cannot reveal to you. I cannot tell you what you are, or what I am. But, trust me, it will not be long before you will know what you are.” He brings his hand to his forehead, rubbing it as if his head aches.
“I can’t pretend to have read much of the law of war, ‘jus in bello,’ but I seriously doubt that those are the rules of war you’re alluding to, and can I go on record as stating I really don’t care for your rules?” I ask with a pout.
Reed smiles at my comment, “Genevieve, you are fascinating.”
I know he must be teasing me, so I ignore him and ask, “What are the consequences if someone should step out of line and break one of your rules?”
His face darkens, becoming almost pained. “Let us just say that one is rarely given a chance to make amends for it,” he replies.
I shiver, wondering, Who’s in charge here?
Then I ask, “What are the consequences for helping someone like me, if it should turn out that we’re not on the same side…if I’m your enemy?”
“Dire,” he replies, and even the sexy tone of his voice fails to stop the chill that runs through me.
I allow what he said to sink in. He does have reason to be wary of me. If he is wrong about me, there will be no amnesty for him. What would he gain by helping me? I wonder…nothing. As a soldier, I bet he has learned to reduce his risks, just like Buns had said earlier tonight, a pre-emptive strike. Eliminate the threat and go on with your existence until you detect another threat. What did he say about me? I try to recall…He said that I’m a threat he’s never seen before, something new. But he hasn’t eliminated me, and he’s here tonight because JT and Pete told him about what happened to me. He’s going to try to help me at his own peril.
“Okay, Reed, you’re out,” I say, fumbling with the door handle.
One of Reed’s eyebrows rises in question. “Excuse me?” he asks as if he hasn’t heard me.
“I said you’re out. You can’t help me. Now I can see the risks in this for you. I’m sorry, I couldn’t see the bigger picture before now, but I think I grasp your position. There is no winning position for you where I’m concerned. If I’m your enemy and you help me, then you’re a traitor and you’re toast. If I’m not your enemy and you help me by giving me some information I’m not supposed to know, then you’ve violated some law, so you’re toast. And if I’m a pawn for both sides, then the wisest thing you can do is walk away. So you’re out, you’re not in this with me anymore.” I finally locate the unlock button, but my triumph at unlocking the door is short lived.
Reed growls, “Genevieve, do not even think about getting out of this car until you explain what you meant by saying that I am out. If you’re calling me a coward, I can assure you that—”
I interrupt Reed before he can finish, saying, “The last thing I would call you is a coward. The fact that you’re here with me now shows how little regard you have for your self-preservation. The fact that I’m still alive, even though it’s obvious to me now that you’d be much safer if I were not, proves you’re not a coward. But, I didn’t know that I was endangering you like this. I may be guileless, but I’m not ignorant, and I can see that there is no other way to protect you than to cut you out.”
“Protect me? No one would dare try to protect me!” Reed sputters, taking offense.
“Why not? Are you unworthy of protection?” I ask, trying to understand why my words made him react this way.
“I am not weak! I do not need protection,” Reed says in a commanding tone. “You need me, Genevieve. I’m in this, and you will cooperate with me. I’m not asking you.”
“No, you’re not asking, you’re ordering…it’s that whole arrogance thing again,” I reply, definitely intimidated by him. I try to hide that fact as I go on, “Fine, you want in? I’ll let you know when something else happens. Sheesh, try to protect someone and you get your head bitten off! Just don’t come crying to me when something bad happens to you because I’m the one who suggested you get out!”
“I never cry,” Reed states definitively.
“Well, good for you!” I counter, opening the car door and getting out. I bend my head back in the car and continue, “And I never for one second thought you were weak.”
Reed’s eyes meet mine then, and I see something flicker in them that I think I recognize. He looks…lost…as if he is struggling with something he’s unfamiliar with. I sigh softly and say, “Thank you for your help. Goodnight, Reed.”
Before I can close the door, Reed begins speaking in the language he used earlier, the lovely one. I lean against the quarter panel of his car, listening blissfully to him, not knowing what he is saying to me. I close my eyes and just listen. It is sweeter than music. When his voice trails off, I close the door softly and walk slowly to my room, trying to ease the unaccustomed yearning I feel inside of me.



CHAPTER 10
THE LAWS OF ATTRACTION
WHEN I MEET Russell at Saga for breakfast this morning, he tries to apologize again for his comments regarding the portrait, but I cut him off before he can go too far. “Russell, I appreciate that you’re looking out for me. I thought it was sketchy, too, when Mr. MacKinnon asked me to pose for him. You don’t need to apologize anymore,” I explain. “I’m sorry, too.” I smile at him. “So, how was practice yesterday? Are you ready for your first game?” I ask as I spread strawberry jelly on a half of a bagel.
“Sure, but I won’t be in it. I’m a redshirt so I probably won’t play in the games until next year.” Russell says, pouring syrup on a gigantic, heaping stack of pancakes. “I’ll suit up and sit on the bench,” he explains, smiling at me indulgently. “To tell ya the truth, I think I’m lookin’ forward to watchin’ yer first game more than mine.”
My eyes widen. “You are?” I ask in surprise.
“Uh huh, I can’t wait to see ya in yer uniform,” he replies and winks at me.
“Russell! Field hockey is a serious sport; it’s not just for the enjoyment of the male spectators,” I say, blushing.
“Yeah, it is serious…seriously savage to watch,” he teases.
My eyes narrow in mock anger. “Okay, Marx, you’re getting some serious pay out at your game on Saturday, and I now have the resources to back me up. I’ve made a couple of amazing friends in my dorm, and I’m sure they’ll be game for a Russell take down.”
Russell grins. “Ya mean the blonds that let me in yer room the other night? I got the impression that they’re on my side,” he says, chuckling. “What are their names, Brownie and Bunny?” he asks.
“Brownie and Buns, and you wish, pal. Oh, before I forget, I emailed my uncle last night so he can check out your computer,” I say, struggling to get the lid off of my orange juice. Russell reaches over and takes the juice from my grasp, popping the top off easily and handing it back to me. “Thanks,” I say, smiling at him.
“Ya did? What do ya need me to do?” he asks.
“Just turn it on and make sure it’s plugged into the Internet,” I reply. “You can check your vitals by tonight.”
Russell’s forehead wrinkles. “What am I checkin’?” Russell asks.
I give him a funny look, then explain, “Your vitals—your email and all of the websites you think you need to sweep,” I say, smiling at his anti-geek question.
“Ya know, yer really cute when yer explainin’ yer mouse potato stuff to me,” he says, grinning.
Just then, Freddie shows up and sits down with us. “Freddie!” I smile in greeting.
“Sup, Evie? I heard you fainted at the Seven-Eleven last night. How’re you feeling?” he asks with concern in his voice.
“You heard what?” Russell and I ask in unison. Russell stops chewing his pancakes and looks from Freddie to me accusingly.
Avoiding Russell’s eyes, I ask lamely, “Where did you hear that, Freddie?” I had hoped that I wouldn’t have to tell Russell about anything that transpired last night, but I can see by the look on his face that I have some explaining to do.
“These two guys named JT and Pete live in my dorm. I think they’re sophomores. They said they saw you at the Seven-Eleven and helped you when you passed out. They said you might be anorexic or something because you hardly ate anything and that’s why you fainted,” he explains between bites. “I wanted to call you, but I don’t have your cell number.”
“I’ll give you my number so you can give me the four one one on all the dirt blowing up about me. I wouldn’t want to be kept in the dark,” I reply in exasperation.
I program my number in Freddie’s cell, and then giving it back to him, I look at Russell. “I was going to tell you,” I lie to Russell.
“Red, never play poker. Ya can’t bluff to save yer life,” Russell says flatly, finishing his breakfast in silence.
“I just wanted something normal…just to sit with you and have a normal conversation, eat a normal meal, talk about normal things, just you and me…chill,” I say softly. “Please don’t be bitter.”
“I should be the first person ya tell. Don’t make me the last to know. It doesn’t sit well with me,” he says, and his brown eyes snap at me. “Are ya okay?”
So much for chill.
“I’m fine, and you’re right, I’m sorry. I should’ve told you,” I say as contritely as possible. “I didn’t eat much yesterday, but I’m not anorexic!” I add, turning to glare at Freddie.
“Hey, don’t shoot the messenger,” he says, holding up both of his hands in surrender.
“Hmm…” Russell says appraisingly, looking me over, “ya don’t look anorexic to me.” I smile at him in relief that he isn’t going to stay angry. “Ya should eat that oatmeal, though.”
I take a huge bite of oatmeal and chew it demonstratively, “Mmmm…oatmeal…my favorite.”
“Evie, are you going to do that portrait for your professor?” Freddie asks, finishing off his eggs while Russell’s brows draw together again in a frown.
“Freddie, you want to stop throwing me under the bus here?” I ask him sarcastically.
“Wut? I just wanted to let you know that I’m still available to babysit,” he says, grinning.
Make that my evil twin brother, I think.
Seeing that they’re both interested in my answer, I sigh and say, “Yes, I’m going to do it. I talked to Buns, and she said that Mr. MacKinnon is extremely good at what he does and it’s an honor to have been asked.” Russell’s jaw tightens, so I immediately relent and say, “But, just to be safe, I’d like one of you two big, strong men to come with me, you know, for protection. I have to run to class now. I’ll see you guys at lunch.”
Standing, my chair moves as Russell pulls it out for me. “Thanks,” I say, looking into his warm brown eyes.
“I’ll see ya at lunch. Try to stay out of trouble… please,” Russell says warily as he brushes his fingers over my cheek.
“I’ll see what I can do,” I reply and leave for class.
Hurrying to my first Latin class, I discover it’s very similar to the high school curriculum I’ve already taken. Immediately following Latin, I go to the science building for my nine o’clock physics class. While walking down the science hallway to the lecture hall, I experience the distinct butterfly fluttering that can only mean that Reed is nearby. I see him as I walk into the classroom; he is seated at a desk taking attendance for the professor.
As I sign in, I say, “You didn’t mention that you were Dr. Farrow’s TA.”
“I know,” he replies evenly. “How did you sleep last night?” he asks me with his eyes searching mine.
“Umm, okay,” I lie, my pulse picking up a little. I’d woken up a couple of times the previous night damp with sweat from reliving the nightmare…premonition.
He frowns at my answer as if he knows that I’m lying, but he doesn’t mention that as he says, “There is something that I failed to think of when I was with you last night. I need to discuss it with you.”
“Okay,” I reply, stepping aside so that other students could sign in. “Can you give me a hint?” I ask, because I want as much warning as possible when Reed is involved in the conversation.
Reed watches my eyes as he says, “I want to go with you to the Seven-Eleven and see if anything else transpires while you are in there.”
Instantly, I feel ill. “You want to see if I have another premonition?” I ask warily. I had secretly hoped to avoid ever going back there. I was thinking that if I avoided all convenience stores for at least a decade, maybe longer, I should be okay.
Reed’s expression is one of concern. “That is one reason for going back,” Reed says gently.
“Another would be to hang around and see if something happens to fulfill the first one?” I ask, already knowing the answer.
“That would be the second reason. I don’t want you going there without me, ever…do you understand what I am saying?” he asks me, searching my face, probably looking for any sign of dissention.
“Let me get this straight, what if I got a craving for…I don’t know…Twinkies in the wee hours of the morning and all that was open was the Seven-Eleven. You’re saying I should wake you up, even if you’re crashed out, just so that you can go with me on a treat run?” I ask skeptically, trying to gauge his level of commitment to this course of action.
“Genevieve, Twinkies are really bad for you, but if you had to have one, then yes, that’s what I’m saying,” he smiles at my scenario. “Do you really like those things?”
“I’m not going to tell you if you’re going to tease me, but I will say that it’s suspiciously inhuman not to enjoy a Hostess snack from time to time,” I reply coyly. “I’ll buy you one. You’ll love it, I promise.”
And I’ll be doing the world a favor at the same time, I think, remembering him without his shirt on.
“When can you go?” he asks me with a sweet smile on his face.
It takes me several breaths to answer him because I have never seen him smile like that—it’s intoxicating, especially because I never thought he would smile like that at me.
“Umm…after practice. I’m supposed to have a meeting for this thing I’m doing with Brownie and Buns. I can say I’m picking up treats and will meet them back at our dorm afterward.” I explain, looking down at the desk so that I can keep my mind on track and not be distracted by him. “We have to be careful not to let them tag along. I don’t want them anywhere near that place if what might happen actually does happen.”
He nods, and then asks, “What thing—what are you doing with them later?”
“Oh, just making some mischief…plotting mayhem, the usual. I better take a seat, class is going to start,” I say, trying not to explain what I’ll be up to with the girls. That’s between us, covert. “I’ll see you after practice.”
Then we’ll see if something is coming for me, I think with a shiver.
I’m in big trouble in physics class if Reed is going to be there everyday. I can hardly focus on anything but him: the way he looks, the way he moves like a predator, the way his green eyes sparkle when he catches me watching him. When the class is finally over, I all but run from the room because I need to get away from Reed before I do something ghastly, like throw myself into his arms.
**
The day speeds by quickly, and I walk to hockey practice with the girls after having dinner with Freddie. Practice goes really well. My speed gives me an advantage over some of the other girls, and I quickly move into the position of attacker. We do some drills, going over some of the rules and situational plays. We also work on formations for insertion plays. When practice is over, I explain to Brownie and Buns that I’ll meet them back at the dorm.
“I made a bet with Reed the day he helped me with my knee—I said it was broken; he said it was bruised. He won, so now I have to pay up,” I say, being less than honest.
“What did you bet?” Buns asks interestedly.
“A Twinkie—we’re going to the Seven-Eleven to get one. Do you guys want anything? I’ll bring it back for our meeting,” I say, hoping they won’t want to come with us.
“Yeah, I want a Twinkie!” Brownie says with enthusiasm.
“Me too, sweetie. Are you going to be all right with Reed?” she asks, wrinkling her nose. “I mean, he’s not going to bore you to death is he?”
“No, I’ll be fine. I’ll see you in a little bit,” I say, hoping that I’m correct.
Apprehension steals into my consciousness when I turn and see Reed waiting for me at the end of the field. Suddenly, this is not sounding like a banner idea. I swing my stick back and forth along the grass as I walk to him, trying to dispel the feeling of doom that descends on me. When I come abreast of Reed, he falls in step next to me, his lacrosse stick resting on his shoulder as we walk in companionable silence until we get to his car.
He opens the passenger door for me, holding it while I slip into the seat. I have a death grip on my stick, and when he tries to take it from me to put it in the trunk, I won’t relinquish it. He squats down by my side so that we’re eye to eye.
“Genevieve, what’s wrong?” he asks with a look of bewilderment. “You’re not still afraid of me, are you?”
“I need my stick,” I say.
“Why?” he asks me as his eyes search my face.
I don’t look at him, but hold the stick tighter. “Because I need it,” I reply evasively.
Reed frowns and asks, “What do you intend to do with it?”
“Whatever I have to,” I say in a near whisper, feeling my heart race as adrenaline floods me.
Reed’s forehead wrinkles. “You mean if something happens at the Seven-Eleven, you’ll need your stick to defend yourself? Is that it?” he asks, gently probing for the reason that has me holding on to the stick.
“Yes, I need it,” I state, chewing my lower lip.
“I see,” he says, standing up.
Closing my door securely, he opens the trunk to put his gear in it. He walks around to the driver’s side and slips in and starts the engine. Reed lets the engine idle for a moment before turning it off. I look at him in surprise to see that he appears torn.
“I’m sorry,” he says, “I didn’t consider that this might be hard for you. You’re afraid of going there, aren’t you?”
I grip the stick in my hands tighter. “Reed, the last time I was there, I ended up unconscious on the ground. I’ve had nightmares about it. If that’s going to happen, then yeah, I’m scared…I’m terrified.”
“But I’ll be there with you, you see? So you have nothing to fear,” he says arrogantly.
“Oh, so you can stop the premonitions from coming? That’s fantastic. How are you going to do that? I’m interested in how this all works,” I ask him with sarcasm dripping from my every word.
He frowns, “Your stick isn’t going to be much help against the visions,” he says pointedly. “Genevieve, I can’t stop what’s coming, but I’ll be there. Nothing will touch you; I won’t allow it.”
“Oh, you won’t allow it. Do you always get what you want, Reed?” I ask because he sounds so sure of himself and his strength.
“Yes,” he replies frankly.
“It seems to me that I don’t have a whole lot of choice in what’s coming.” I say, challenging his assurance in this matter. “What is it that you want? Because I’m not sure why you’re bothering with this—with me. What would it matter to you if something did happen to me?”
It’s probably nothing to him if I get hurt. I mean, why would he care?
His face darkens, like the thought of something happening to me is repulsive. “We’ll figure out what this is all about, and I’ll take care of it. I’ll protect you,” he says with resolve.
“Why? Why would you protect me? Reed, the last time I checked, I was barely tolerable to you. Don’t tell me I’ve grown on you?” I say mockingly, not believing it for a second. I’m just a pawn in this, and I had better remember that if I want to survive whatever is coming.
Starting the engine, Reed would’ve shifted the car into gear if I hadn’t put my hand on his. Seeing his tense jaw, I know I’ve said something wrong. I’ve upset him, I think. He studies my hand covering his for a moment, and when his eyes lift to mine, I see something in his eyes: a longing—a need.
“Genevieve, what if I told you that you’re not the only one who feels the fluttering, weightless feeling in here,” he says, indicating his abdomen, “when we’re together?” My heart leaps in my chest as I search his face for signs that he’s teasing me, but he appears absolutely serious. Looking grim, he adds, “That day at orientation, I felt you before I ever saw you, and then I saw you, and I knew that you are…and I wanted to…you don’t want to hear this.”
“No, this is exactly what I need to hear from you,” I say anxiously.
His eyes narrow, “I wanted to destroy you,” he says, and a shiver goes through me, “and I wanted to take you in my arms and love you, and I wanted to tear you apart, and I wanted to crush anything that would harm you, all at the same time.”
He puts the car in gear, speeding out of the parking lot with the engine of the car racing. He won’t look at me. He is trying to get a grip on his emotions. Taking a turn too fast, my body slams up against his shoulder; my hand shoots out reflexively to rest against his chest as I try to brace myself from sliding all the way onto his lap.
I look up. His face is very near mine, and the contact of my hand on his chest burns. Down shifting the car, he slows it, and I push myself off of him to sit back in the seat. His jaw is tense, and he seems angry or maybe something else…like the admission of being attracted to me cost him something.
“Have you felt this way before—this pull toward someone else?” I wonder aloud, not completely understanding what he has told me.
“Never,” Reed says forcefully.
“Never?” I ask, and he growls in response.
I sit back in the seat in confusion over what he just said. He feels me too, like we’re connected in some way, I think, looking over at him.
Emotions that I have never felt so intensely before begin to rise to the surface. I feel elated and smug to be the only person who has ever made him feel this way. I try to suppress the giggles that bubble up in me as a result of the elation. I put my hand to my mouth, turning toward the window to hide my face from his gaze, but it is no use. I never can contain my emotions. When the first giggle escapes me, I try not to look at Reed because I am afraid of his reaction to what he must believe is callousness on my part.
“You’re laughing at me,” he says sullenly.
“No.” I reply, trying not to let another giggle escape.
“Yes, you are,” he replies in irritation.
“Not at you, near you,” I reason, still struggling for control.
“This is funny to you?” he asks me, gritting his teeth.
“Funny? No, it’s just, I thought you hated me,” I reply pointedly.
“Hate is a strong word. It was more that I didn’t know what to do, given the range of emotions I felt. It was extreme frustration,” he reasons.
“Are you sure it wasn’t loathing?” I ask.
“Not loathing,” he responds.
“Let me get this straight. You have Evie radar?” I ask him, and he is puzzled for a second until I explain “Reed Radar” to him.
“Yes,” he affirms sourly.
“It’s annoying, huh?” I ask him knowingly, having been living with it, too.
“That’s one facet of it,” he says and pulls into the parking lot of the 7-Eleven.
I sober immediately while gazing at the red, white, and green-lighted sign through the windshield. I would never have considered this establishment to be menacing, but right now, it’s like peering into the gateway to one of the levels of Hell in Dante’s Divine Comedy.
“So, what’s the plan?” I ask, my mouth going dry as I stare at the establishment.
“We go in and we see if something happens,” he replies.
“That’s it; that’s your plan?” I glance at him mockingly.
“Yes,” he says, not taking his eyes off the storefront.
“Can I go on record and say that I think that plan sucks?” I ask.
“Why is it a bad plan?” he asks.
“Because, don’t you think we should do some recon, get a layout of the place, locate all the exits, stockpile some weapons, and wear some body armor?” I ask, appraising the storefront.
“You have your stick, right?” he asks ironically.
He’s teasing me!
“Reed, what if someone comes in with a gun or something? What am I going to do with this stick then?” I ask.
“Genevieve, I can handle that, remember? I can be very persuasive,” he smiles.
“What if your persuasion doesn’t work? What’s plan B?” I urge him.
“It will work,” he says.
“It doesn’t work on me,” I point out.
“I noticed,” he grins.
“So?” I ask.
“It will work on everyone else. You’re special. Let’s go,” he orders.
My feet feel like lead weights as I get out of the car. Clutching my stick and taking a couple of deep breaths, I approach the front doors. Reed holds one open for me, and as I enter, I hear music piping from the speakers near the back of the store. It’s an instrumental version of Blinded By The Light. Usually something like this would appeal to my macabre sense of humor, but right now, I don’t find it amusing.
Moving forward slowly, I’m ready to turn and run for the door at a moment’s notice. I think Reed can tell that I’m freaking out inside because he puts his arm around my shoulder reassuringly. “Where did you find the light?” he asks me softly with his mouth near my ear.
My cheek instinctively brushes against his, causing a shiver to run through me that has nothing to do with being afraid. Our eyes meet, and I blush before pointing to the back aisle of the store, near the refrigerated section. He holds my shoulder, pressing me to his side as we go to the back. I stop directly beneath the light that had kicked my butt yesterday. Dread, like a sickening drug, seeps into every cell of my body while I wait beneath the light for something incredibly bad to happen to me.
Seconds creep by and…nothing—the light isn’t even flickering menacingly. After a moment, I let out the breath I’ve been holding, smiling at Reed in relief. He smiles back at me, and my heart skips a beat. Then, a loud crash from the front of the store registers in my mind.
My feet leave the floor as I rocket backward through the air with spine-snapping force. Just when some instinct prepares my body for the impact of hitting the refrigerator doors directly behind me, I slow down and my back rests gently against the cold, hard glass. I press my hands against the glass of the door, feeling moon-white from nausea. Ahead of me, Reed’s broad back shields me from whatever is in front of us. With my legs trembling, I gaze at Reed’s hands on either side of mine; they form a protective barrier around me, paper-clipping me to him. In my next panting breath, Reed straightens up and turns to me with an untroubled expression.
“It’s okay,” he says slowly, “it was only the clerk making coffee. She dropped the metal filter.” I blink, but otherwise, I can’t move…or think. Reed’s eyebrows pull together in concern as he says, “The tin urn made a loud noise.”
I rest my hand on his chest, before cautiously peeking around him. Coffee grounds litter the floor by the coffee maker. “Coffee?” I whisper.
Reed’s face lowers, and his warm cheek rests against mine. I don’t know if the caress was accidental or intentional, but it is comforting…sensual. As I straighten, I realize that it was Reed who had pulled me back as if I were a dry leaf blown by a cyclone. How was that possible? my mind whispers to me. I feel cadaver-cold from the frosty doors at my back, or maybe it’s from trauma.
Some sort of survival instinct must be setting in, because I manage to say, “Hope you didn’t want any coffee—it will probably have grounds in it. Have you seen enough?” I ask rhetorically, before saying, “Okay, let’s wrap it up.”
Reed takes a step back from me, allowing me past him. I pick up my stick that I’d dropped. “Snacks, Evie,” Reed reminds from behind me, “you said you’d bring Twinkies.”
I pause at the Hostess display before snatching a box of Twinkies from the bottom shelf. On the way to the cashier, I nearly stumble, remembering that Reed hadn’t been close enough to hear me promise my friends Twinkies. Reed follows me to the counter and produces his wallet to pay for the Twinkies.
“Hey, this is supposed to be my treat, remember?” I ask him numbly.
“No, this one’s on me,” he replies with a sexy smile that warms me as he adds bottled water to the counter.
“Anything else?” the clerk asks.
Before I can tell her no, Reed’s persuasive voice echoes with an eerie hiss. “Yes,” he says, “give me your surveillance disk.” The coins slide from the clerk’s hand, clattering and bouncing on the counter. She goes to the back room of the store. As Reed picks up his change, the clerk returns with the disk. “Is this the only one you have?” he asks in the same voice.
As if in a daze, the clerk answers, “Yes.”
“You will not remember this,” Reed says, taking the disk from her hand.
Turning to me, he holds his other hand out for me to take. I put my hand in his as we leave the store together. Reed opens the car door for me, and I get in. When he is in his seat, he breaks the disk into several pieces, placing them in the console of his car. I think about what must be on the disk. It would show how fast Reed had moved once we’d heard the crash of the filter. Not only that, it would show how he placed his body in front of mine, ready to defend me. He’d been serious when he said he would try to protect me.
“I guess I really didn’t need my stick after all,” I say understatedly.
“No,” he replies.
“You should probably get the disk from the night before—see what’s on it,” I say as I shiver.
“I already did. It goes blank just after you enter the store,” Reed states.
“Oh.” I say numbly. “Thank you—for what you just did,” I add gratefully.
“There was no threat,” he states dryly.
“Yes, but we didn’t know that, did we?” I counter.
“I won’t lose you,” he says softly.
“Maybe you shouldn’t help me…” I begin.
Reed’s dark-green eyes meet mine as he quotes, “I know not all that may be coming, but be it what it will, I’ll go to it laughing.”
“Moby Dick,” I say drily, “but you don’t remind me of Stubb.”
His smile is sublime as he starts the engine. It makes a warm firefly-glow in my heart. We pull out of the store parking lot, heading in the direction of my dorm. Unwrapping a package of Twinkies, I hand one to Reed as he drives down the street.
He sniffs the cake warily. “You weren’t being facetious about these things, were you? You really want me to eat this?” he asks me stoically.
“Yes, they’re yummy,” I say, taking a bite of the other Twinkie in the twin pack. He tentatively bites the Twinkie, chewing it thoughtfully. “You know what would go great with these?” I ask him, licking the cream filling off the tip of my finger.
“No, what?” he asks, arching his brow at me inquiringly.
“Cognac,” I say, smiling at him as I chew my Twinkie.
“Don’t let a Frenchman hear you say that,” he says, and we both laugh.
“Will I be as strong as you one day?” I ask, thinking of how effortless his actions in the store had been.
His brow wrinkles thoughtfully. “I don’t know. You’re different from me, but it’s possible,” he says. I close my eyes, trying to imagine having that kind of power. His tone becomes serious as he says, “But you aren’t strong yet. You have to make sure you never go there without me, Evie. I’m very serious about this. Promise me,” he insists.
“Reed, did you just call me Evie?” I ask in shock, my eyes flying open to look at him.
He’s watching me closely, and I wonder if his butterflies are as powerful as mine are. I’m fighting the attraction that tugs me towards him. I have to get away from him soon. He’s making me want something that I can’t define. It’s no longer a kittenish desire to be near him; I’m beginning to feel feral inside.
“Promise me, Evie,” he says again. It isn’t just that he called me Evie, it is the way he said my name—the seductive tone that he used.
“You never call me Evie,” I say softly. “You always call me Genevieve, and you usually say it like I’m annoying you, like I’m insignificant.”
“Maybe you are growing on me after all,” he replies in a gentle tone. “And you’re hardly insignificant,” he says, frowning as if he is seeing something from another perspective.
“Say it again. Say my name again,” I ask him in a hush tone.
“Promise me, Evie,” he says, and the sound of his voice feels like a caress.
“Nothing happened in the store tonight. No flashes of light, no threatening monsters, nothing…” I trail off again, fighting the pull of our attraction.
“Evie,” he utters sweetly.
“I promise,” I say breathlessly, feeling myself blush.
“Thank you,” he smiles.
“What is our next move?” I ask, trying to stay on track and not be dazed by his lovely face.
“We wait,” he replies.
“Wait? Wait for what?” I ask in confusion.
“For you,” he replies cryptically.
“For me? What am I going to do?” I ask in bafflement.
“It shouldn’t be long now,” Reed goes on.
“What shouldn’t be long now?” I ask. He only smiles at me like a child would at a new toy. “You’re not going to tell me, are you?” I ask, feeling frustration.
“Can’t,” he says calmly.
“Then what good are you?” I tease him as he pulls into a parking space at Yeats. “Hope you enjoyed that Twinkie because you’re not getting another one until you start talking.”
“So, what mischief are you planning with your blond companions?” Reed asks, ignoring my comment and changing the subject.
“I can’t tell you,” I reply coyly, not letting him get away with it. “All I will say is that it won’t be long now.”
“Just be careful, Evie. With all that’s going on, you don’t need to go out and court trouble,” Reed replies with concern, stating the obvious.
I want to ask him if he’d define having just gone to the 7-Eleven as courting trouble, but he is being nice to me now, and I don’t want that to change. “It’s called having fun, Reed. You should try it sometime,” I say with a playful smile. “I have to go. I’ll see you tomorrow at practice, okay?”
“Okay, I’ll see you at practice,” he says softly, and then he does something that I would never have expected if I’d lived a million years. Leaning across the seat, he touches my hair. With a curious smile, my eyebrow arches in question.
Reed’s fingertips skim my cheek in a whisper-soft caress, eliciting an airy-sounding inhale from me that betrays the perfect danger of the moment. He begins leaning toward me slowly, almost as if he hopes I will have the strength to save us from what is about to happen. No such power exists within me, so I wait to feel his kiss. As Reed brushes his lips gently to mine, a flush of warmth filters through my senses. Closing my eyes, I savor the wistful sweetness of his lips while my heart beats ponderously in my chest. Feeling my fingertips resting against his cheek, I wonder briefly how they got there. That thought flees as I move closer to him, losing my way when heat sends me free falling into hidden fires.
Drawing back from me, Reed’s eyes meet mine; his are sage green and at their centers, midnight. My fingertips feel cool against the warmth of his skin as they slip behind his neck. Leaning forward, I graze my lips over his again, and like a stone wall slowly battered by the elements, something collapses between us. He pulls me to him urgently, and then…hellfire. Every kiss I’ve ever had before this one was a dusty, broken toy in comparison. I crave him. I’m not the one who ends the kiss. I have no control over the fervor that has overcome me. Reed gently, but insistently, ends our kiss.
Resting his forehead against mine, Reed murmurs, “Evie, we are in trouble…there is no doubt.”
“Trouble, why?” I rasp with my arms wrapped securely around the back of his neck.
“Because I will never be able to stay away from you,” he replies shamelessly, nuzzling my neck just below my ear.
“Ohh,” I say, half in reaction to his lips on my neck. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”
“You should go,” he says, holding me tighter.
“Yes…I have that thing…” I reply, pressing my cheek to his and hugging him as if I’ll never see him again.
“Okay…I will see you tomorrow,” he says. “Goodnight, Evie.”
“Goodnight,” I sigh, pulling away from him, but our hands stay entwined until the last possible second as I get out of his car.
I smile at him before I close the door, and I stand there in the parking lot while he pulls away. Walking back to the dorm, I near the lamppost illuminating the sidewalk. I almost jump out of my skin when I notice someone standing just beyond it.
“Russell!” I say, feeling my whole life spin out of control when I see the look on his face. He looks like someone had died. No, that isn’t it—he looks like someone who has been betrayed, like he just had to pull a knife out of his own back.
“Save it, Evie, I saw ya,” he snarls, starting to walk away.
“Russell, Reed was helping me…” I lamely try to explain.
“Helpin’ ya? Helpin’ ya do what?” he asks as he stops and faces me. “It looked to me like he was helpin’ himself to ya. Unless his voice has started workin’ on ya, I’d say ya were enjoyin’ it.”
A blush stains my cheeks as I panic. “I meant, before that…” I trail off. I can’t even be honest with Russell about what happened at the 7-Eleven. The less he knows about all of it, the better. Isn’t that what I had decided in order to protect Russell? But it doesn’t feel like protection, it feels like betrayal, and something in my heart feels cut as if it bleeds because I’ve hurt him.
“Ya mean there’s more to this than I just witnessed? Well that’s a relief, Genevieve,” he says sarcastically before adding, “why don’t ya enlighten me on what you have been doin’ all evenin’ with the guy who was just yer enemy a couple of days ago.” He waits for me to speak, but I can’t. “No…ya got nothin’ to say to me?” he asks.
“I’m sorry, Russell,” I say simply. My throat tightens and aches.
“Yeah, yer sorry,” he replies in a low, sarcastic tone.
Russell’s shoulders slope as he walks away, leaving me to my feelings of shame and remorse.



CHAPTER 11
PARADISE LOST
I SKIP BREAKFAST in the morning so that I can avoid seeing Russell. I still feel raw from what happened last night; the kiss with Reed had been nothing short of amazing, but the betrayal I saw in Russell’s eyes haunts me. Buns and Brownie had tried hard to cheer me up the night before, but I still feel absolutely awful about hurting Russell. It isn’t only that. I feel lost, too, like a string around my heart is unraveling and slipping through my fingers.
I decide to go to my Art History class early so that I can talk to Mr. MacKinnon. I find him setting up his slides for his lecture. Sam is sort of handsome, now that Buns mentioned it, in a bad-boy of the teacher’s lounge kind of way. With dark hair and blue eyes, he has a scruffy five-o’clock-shadow thing going on at seven-thirty in the morning.
“Excuse me, Mr. MacKinnon, may I come in?” I ask tentatively from just inside his classroom doorway.
“Ah, Genevieve, is it?” he asks, looking up from the projector. “Yes, please come in. Have you come to tell me that you will sit for me?” he asks confidently.
“So, you’re a mind reader as well as an artist,” I reply. “I’m sorry I made you wait for my answer.”
“That’s quite all right. It just shows that you’re wise beyond your years to question and not to take things at face value,” he compliments. “When can you sit for me?”
“Tuesdays and Thursdays are good, since my afternoons are free. I have field hockey practice in the evenings,” I say.
“Good, how’s three thirty until five sound? The afternoon light will be perfect for what I’m thinking about doing with you,” he says, scrutinizing me for whatever it is that he has in mind for the portrait.
Feeling a little shy, I say, “I can do that. When should we start?”
“Today, if you can. I’ll have my assistant, Debra, ready to take some pictures this afternoon. Three thirty,” he says, rubbing his hands together enthusiastically.
“I’ll be there,” I reply. “Can I help you set up the projector?”
“Oh…this…someone mixed up my slides. I’m going to be talking about the Paleolithic, Venus von Willendorf, but for some reason, my slides are out of order, you see…” he says, pointing to the screen at the front of the room, “I keep getting stuck on Hieronymus Bosch’s The Garden of Earthly Delights. Some call it The Millennium.”
I try to hide my surprise because the painting is somewhat scandalous…umm, I mean high-art. “It looks very involved,” I say, gazing at the oil painting that depicts what seems to be a series of three separate paintings linked together.
“It’s a triptych, which in this case is a heretical painting in three sections done in oil on wood. You see, the middle section is the largest, it’s a square, and two separate rectangles flank the square. The rectangles can be folded like shutters. Of course, when one does that, there is another painting on the other side. This one has a scene of the creation of the Earth, on what is believed to be the third day,” he explains.
“What do these paintings depict?” I ask in fascination.
“The left is said to be the Garden of Eden at the moment God presents Eve to Adam,” Mr. MacKinnon says enthusiastically as he waves his hand toward the left portion of the screen. “The middle panel is still the garden, but without God present and vastly more populated with fantastical creatures and highly creative nudes. And the right is a Hellscape that depicts damnation.”
“I’ve never seen anything like it,” I say, somewhat speechless.
“Yes, Bosch was well ahead of his time, you know, he painted this in about 1503. It is said to be his masterpiece, but I’m more partial to his Last Judgment triptych. Let me see if I can find the slide…ahh, here it is. The left panel is called Paradise. If you look at the bottom portion of it, it seems to depict Paradise and God creating Adam and Eve. In the middle of the same left panel of the painting is the temptation of Adam and Eve. It shows them being driven out of Eden by an angel of the Lord. At the top of the left panel, we see Heaven where God is seated and the angels are driving out the fallen angels. You see them there,” he says, pointing to the screen where painted angels battle among the clouds, “they’re at war with each other.”
“Fascinating,” I manage to say as I sway a bit on my feet.
Leaning up against one of the desks near me for support, my legs have a hard time holding me up. I can’t take my eyes off the top portion of the left panel called Paradise. The angels are at war, and the fallen angels are being cast out of Heaven. The Fallen are actually falling to Earth, well Eden anyway. I try to listen to what Mr. MacKinnon is saying about the other panels, but my ears are ringing, and my heart pounds in my chest.
“We’ll go over this in minute detail in the middle of the semester,” he explains as he ends his brief lesson with a smile, clicking the projector to other works of art in his search for the Venus von Willendorf.
A bead of sweat escapes my brow while the projector continues to throw garish color all around the room. “Thank you, Mr. MacKinnon, you’ve been very enlightening,” I murmur, before I go over to an empty desk and sit down.
I resist the urge to put my head down on my desk when class begins. Instead, I stare fixedly at the enormous Paleolithic earth mother on the screen. I’m numb; all I’m capable of doing is breathing in and out. I don’t think I would’ve even realized that class was over if it weren’t for Mr. MacKinnon stopping by my desk to remind me of our appointment at three thirty. Rising, I leave his classroom. I sit down on the steps in the front of the building and rest my head on my knees. I’m not sure how long I’ve been sitting here on the steps, but something breaks through the cold, bone-chilling numbness within me. A fluttering in my stomach brings me out of my daze. Reed stands in front of me with a look of concern on his perfect face.
His way too perfect face, I correct myself in my mind. I think he asked me if I was okay, but when I just stare at him, he looks around and seems to make a decision. He lifts me up, removing me from the stairs. Entering the Fine Arts building once again, Reed carries me into an empty photography-class dark room before closing the door and locking it behind us.
It’s a dimly lit, maze-like chamber with numbered mounted cameras along the wall that look like long-legged cranes spaced between cubby-like niches. Winding past a partition, there are countertops full of plastic developing trays and chemical bottles. In the back is a smaller room; a worn green sofa and a couple of old, mismatched lounge chairs are grouped together in a private seating area.
Reed sits down on the dull-green sofa, pulling me with him onto his lap. Reaching over to a low table, he flicks on the softly glowing lamp. My voice falters a little when I mumble, “Reed?”
“Ah, so you decided to join me. I’m glad. I was beginning to worry that I would have to take drastic steps to bring you back to me,” Reed says in relief.
“I was thinking,” I reply, not really sure if that is true.
Reed sounds skeptical, too, as he asks, “Are you quite sure about that? It appeared more like you were catatonic.” When I don’t reply, he asks, “What were you thinking about, Evie?”
“About all of the things that you can’t talk about, but mostly, I was wondering what it would’ve been like if I were normal,” I murmur.
“Well, you’re not normal, and we cannot change what we are—how we were created. You were born to be dangerous,” he says seriously. “You should embrace it.”
“I’m dangerous?” I snort disbelievingly.
“Very,” he replies plainly.
“I don’t feel dangerous, I feel small and exposed,” I say, turning my face away from him.
“Evie, you’re the most dangerous creature I have ever encountered, and I have encountered them all,” he says, playing with my hair.
“And you would know, right, because you’ve been around since, what, the dawn of time?” I state, thinking of Bosch’s gory depiction of the angels at war. Reed stops playing with my hair and I take a deep breath before I ask, “Were you one of the fallen angels, or were you one of the angels who cast them out?”
Reed is silent, and his face betrays not a hint of what he’s thinking. I take another deep breath, forging on by saying, “I’m leaning toward a divine angel. I can’t see you on the wrong side of an argument.” I pause to see if he’d say anything. He doesn’t even seem to be breathing. I close my eyes briefly, attempting to speak past the tightness in my throat. “So that would make me, what? Some kind of evil spawn or something?” Reed’s body grows tense. “You don’t know if I’m half fallen angel or half divine angel,” I surmise thoughtfully. “But, you do know that I’m half human. My mother was human, the sister of my Uncle Jim. It’s just my father that’s the big question mark. You know he’s an angel, but you don’t know what side of your war he’s on.”
There is admiration in Reed’s tone as he says, “You are truly a dangerous creature, Evie. I am not Fallen; you’re correct, which means that your perception is remarkable. How old are you?”
“I’m almost eighteen,” I say, swallowing hard at having my suspicions confirmed. I close my eyes and order myself to breathe evenly.
“Remarkable,” he says the word again softly. “How did you piece it together?” he asks. I climb off Reed’s lap and sit beside him on the sofa while I explain Bosch’s Paradise panel and the angels battling in the clouds. “What will you be like in a thousand years if you’re this intuitive now?” he wonders aloud, amazement in his tone.
I know that I must look scared, but I’m angry, too, and it emboldens me. Standing up, I prowl agitatedly toward the counter. “So I can add immortality to my list of bizarre traits? Great, that ought to be interesting, watching all of my friends grow old and die while I never age,” I say with derision. “How old will I get?” I ask, leaning against the counter and looking at him. “You don’t look a day over nineteen.”
A slow, sexy smile forms on his lips as he says thoughtfully, “That’s about right. You shouldn’t grow to look much older than you are now.”
I forget to be angry for a second. I pick up a pair of wooden tongs to toy with as I say wistfully, “But you don’t know that for sure because I’m half human. I could drop dead tomorrow of a virus or something.”
“Not likely, given the fact that we both watched your knee repair itself in a matter of hours,” he points out. “Just like an angel.”
“So I can’t be killed?” I reply pensively.
“Everything can die, even angels; it’s just that it would be very difficult for you to do so. You would have to suffer tremendously in order to accomplish it,” he says in a gentle way.
“Awe-some,” I say sarcastically, setting the tongs down. “What other traits will I inherit from my father? Will I get wings or something?” I ask pessimistically.
“Probably,” his lips twitch with a suppressed smile, “but I don’t know for sure. We’ll have to wait and see.”
My eyes narrow. “You don’t have wings!” I say accusingly, “I’ve seen you with your shirt off, and they were clearly absent. Are they retractable or something?” I ask suspiciously.
“Yes,” he acknowledges with a grin.
“You flew up on my fire escape, didn’t you—the other night?” I ask rhetorically. He answers me anyway with a smug nod. “How does that work? I would never have guessed that you could just sprout wings at will,” I ask incredulously. I try to imagine the process, and it becomes as ominous as a scene from a horror film.
“You’ll see,” he replies, giving me no details, and for once, I think I am grateful that he doesn’t elaborate.
“You know, Reed, I’d rather not,” I reply, chilled.
I’m quiet for a while, pretending to look at discarded photos that are lying on the counter. A thought occurs to me, and I look over at him, asking tentatively, “Since you’re an angel, you know all about Paradise, I presume?”
“Yes,” he says, but his tone is guarded as he sits forward a little on the sofa, watching me.
“Tell me all about it,” I breathe.
“No,” he states flatly.
“Why not?” I ask as hurt invades my expression.
Reed frowns before replying, “Evie, you’re not entirely an angel—you’re also human. You possess something that no angel has ever had, or will ever have, so revealing the secrets of Paradise to you may not be…wise. I’m not even sure if I should discuss Sheol with you.”
“Sheol? What’s that?” I ask, knowing it wasn’t an especially nice thing just by the way in which the word was spat out, like it left an awful taste in Reed’s mouth.
“It’s a place, and it has many different names depending on which humans you talk to. Kukula is one, and the House of Falsehood is another name for it, but I think the name you will probably know well is Hell. I could tell you its name in Angel, if you’d like, but it’s the abyss where the Fallen dwell when they wish to hide themselves from us.”
I shiver at his words; he speaks of things I vaguely believe in. The concepts are there, but to have them pulled out into the light and validated is terrifying. “You said I possess something no other angel has ever had. What do I have that you will never have?” I ask in confusion.
“You have a soul,” he replies.
“Oh, you don’t have a soul?” I ask him in surprise.
“No, only humans have souls—until you, that is. You’re the only angel I have met with a soul…you’re unique,” he says tenderly.
“You’re saying that I’m a living, breathing paradox?” I reply, feeling stunned.
“A hybrid,” he reasons kindly.
“An irony,” I say pessimistically.
“A divine compromise,” he counters.
“An abomination,” I say bleakly.
“No. Never,” he says with his jaw tensing.
“You said that your first impulse when you saw me was to destroy me,” I say sadly, thinking that he may’ve been justified to feel that way.
“I’m sorry, Evie,” Reed sighs, “but angels are jealous creatures,” he explains. “You may recall as well that I said I also wanted to love you and protect you, all at the same time.”
I frown in confusion. “You were jealous of me?” I ask with skepticism.
“You have a soul,” Reed says as if that explanation is enough.
I wrinkle my nose. “And?” I ask.
“And, what do you think our war is about? It’s about souls,” he replies.
My brow unfurls. “Oh, so you would like a soul?” I ask.
“Isn’t that what I just said?” he replies with a sensual tilt of his lips.
“Why don’t you just fly off to Heaven and ask for one? It seems that they might be handing them out now?” I ask, gesturing with a flick of my hand toward the sky.
His smile falters. “Evie, I can’t go to Heaven unless I’m called,” he explains with a note of longing in his tone that I’ve never heard from him.
Crossing back to the sofa, I sit beside him and stifle my sudden urge to press my lips to his to try to kiss away his sadness, mainly because I don’t know how he’d react. “Oh, so how often do they call you back?” I ask, thinking he must’ve been away for a while because he seems almost homesick.
“Evie, I’ve never been called back,” he states evenly.
My eyes widen, and I ask breathlessly, “Never?” That would mean he has been here nearly forever.
Reed’s voice sounds hollow when he replies, “Never. I have my mission. I’m aware of what needs to be done.”
“Let me get this straight. Are you saying you’ve been here, on Earth, since nearly the dawn of time?” I ask, trying to grasp the concept of that kind of time.
“Yes,” he affirms.
“Doing what?” I wonder aloud.
“Doing what I’m created to do,” he says, while his hand begins to rub my arm in a comforting way.
“And what’s that?” I ask, waiting for his dreadful answer.
I’m not disappointed; it is extremely dreadful to me when he says, “Destroying evil. Fighting the legions of the Fallen damned. I’m a soldier, Evie, an assassin…I told you that.”
“Holy crap!” I squeak.
“Yes,” he smiles at the irony. I can hardly breathe as my heart beats out of control with a mixture of panic and awe. “Evie, are you okay?” he asks me soothingly.
“No.” I’m not okay. How is any of this okay? He’s a real angel.
“What’s wrong?” he asks, touching my cheek lightly so I’ll look at him.
“Ha! What could be wrong, Reed?” I snap. “You’re a freaking angel, I’m a…I don’t even know what I am…I could be a Trojan horse for all I know. Maybe we should crack me open and see if a bunch of men in skirts jump out of me,” I say in exasperation.
“Don’t be ridiculous, there is nothing in you but you, I would know,” he says patronizingly.
“Of course you would, because you’re an angel!” I whisper-shout at him.
“Shh…Evie, it is okay,” he says, while smoothing my hair behind my ear. “It will be all right. You have a soul. That means that you are capable of redemption. So, no matter where you came from, you have that gift.”
Tentatively, I ask, “So you’re saying it’s possible for me to get into Paradise, even if my dad’s a fallen angel?” I couldn’t bring myself to say demon, preferring the less morose term of fallen angel.
“Yes,” he says, like a caress.
“Because of my soul?” I ask, feeling a modicum of relief.
His expression darkens, “Yes, however—” he begins before I cut him off.
“What?”
Reed sighs reluctantly, “There are certain…drawbacks to an angel possessing a soul.”
“There are…what would they be?” I ask with a sinking ache in the pit of my stomach.
“There are many who would covet your soul and try to destroy you in an attempt to obtain it,” he says, watching my face for signs of distress.
“So, you’re saying I’m a target?” I ask as calmly as possible.
“Yes, for some. For others, you are more like a prize or a trophy, and for the truly damned, you could be a solution to a desperate situation,” Reed says softly, his eyes training on mine.
What kinds of monsters are out there just waiting for something like me to come along? I shudder inwardly.
The hair on my arms prickle as I whisper, “My soul would be a ticket out of Hell…I mean Sheol?”
Reed pulls me to him, hugging me protectively. “Precisely,” he says as if he’s proud of me for coming to the correct conclusion. I, however, am wishing that I could go back to being blithely ignorant.
With my head resting against his chest, he says, “Your soul is capable of surviving in an angelic body. I haven’t seen that before. I’m certain that no Fallen have seen you yet…they would be so attracted to you, for many reasons. You represent the ultimate danger; you are what had always been forbidden to them. I don’t want to know what one of them would do to you if he found you, and I wonder how you could have remained a secret for so long,” he says, squeezing me tighter as if he would protect me even now.
A small sliver of hope sparks inside of me, showing me just how bleak my world has become, and more importantly, how much I need him. As my mind races, the spark flickers, like the phosphoric-glow of a firefly, so I murmur, “But before, you said you might have to destroy me.”
Reed’s voice sounds serious as he replies, “I have since reasoned that your soul changes everything. You have redemption, and it will not matter from where you came. You have free will, like a human,” he rationalizes for me. “You are also having premonitions which may be divinely inspired.”
I stir uneasily to see his face, asking, “But if protecting me will be dangerous for you, why would you take on that responsibility?” He’s crazy to get involved with me.
“Evie, do you know how old I am?” he asks me broodingly.
“Old,” I surmise generally because I have no concept of the kind of old he is.
“Yes,” he agrees. “I’ve been here for a long time, evolving along with humans, but not being one of them. I have fought alongside other angels. We’re good soldiers, brutal assassins. We do not behave like family; our friendships are militarily based for the most part.”
“I see,” I say, trying to imagine his evolution.
“I am a soldier…I kill…I do not feel,” he says the last word like it is an affliction as he struggles to explain. “But then I saw you, and emotions that I have never felt before…” He glances at my face, trying to see if I understand what he is saying. “You are like a siren who calls to me, and I feel…” he trails off.
“What do you feel?” I urge him, placing my hand gently against his cheek.
“Do you know why I came looking for you today? How I found you sitting on the steps?” he asks, leaning into my hand.
“No,” I breathe, fascinated by the smooth perfection of his face.
“It is your heart. It sings to me; it calls to me. I know when you’re afraid, when you have nightmares that wake you up in the middle of the night. I know when you’re happy. But, you scared me today. Your heart stopped singing. It slowed down, and I could barely hear you. I had to find you…” he says, and moves his face so that his lips brush against my palm tenderly.
“You can hear my heart from far away?” I ask, and think the organ in question might just stop beating from overstimulation when he nods. “And you still have the fluttering, like butterflies?”
“Yes,” he replies.
“This must have happened to you before. I can’t be the only person who has had…” I stop when he shakes his head no. Elation courses through me for a moment until I think to ask, “There has been no one for you?”
“Not on Earth,” he affirms, and my heart breaks for him. To exist for eternity without love…
“It doesn’t make any sense; you’re perfect, and I’m a mutant. What can God be thinking?” I ask him.
“You are not a mutant, and I am not perfect,” he murmurs. “There is one thing I have learned in all of the time that I have been here, and it is the best lesson I can teach you. It is this: never presume to know the mind of God.”
“Yeah, well, that’s an easy lesson for me because I don’t have a clue,” I state with conviction. I think about what he had just said about my heart, and being alone for most of his existence. What could that have been like for him? “Aren’t there, you know, girl angels?” I ask, blushing.
“Yes,” he replies.
“Well, what are they like?” I ask him, feeling somewhat jealous of the divine creatures that I know nothing about.
His green eyes soften as he looks into mine. “Excellent warriors,” he replies.
I sigh. “I mean, what are they like when you’re not fighting?” I probe, hoping to get a glimpse into his world.
His smile turns smug as he asks, “You are asking me how they are different from you?” I nod, wondering if he could tell that I’m jealous. He shrugs, saying, “The ones that were sent to Earth to destroy the Fallen are tough, like their male counterparts. There is almost no femininity to them. They lack the mystique that human women seem to possess, the allure. Some angels do pair up here, but it is for comfort. Rarely do we stay together as partners.”
“You’re kidding?” I ask.
“No,” he says. “We are warriors; we don’t have emotions like humans seem to have, at least, not until recently.” He sounds irritated by the admission. “There are other types of angels that are not warriors. They have other missions and are softer, but I have not been attracted to them either.”
“What about human women? Not one of them has ever attracted you?” I ask incredulously. What are the odds of that?
Reed’s expression turns askance. “Human women are much too fragile, too breakable; one would have to use extreme restraint to…” he trails off and begins again, “I am extremely strong, and I could…but I have never been tempted to try…there has been no one who…”
“Sings to you?” I ask, taking pity on him and saving him from having to stammer on with his explanation.
“Yes,” he breathes in relief that I’d saved him from having to say more.
“What about me? I’m half human. Am I too fragile?” I hedge my question, being unable to broach the topic fully.
“You are fragile right now. I could shatter you easily, without any effort at all. But soon, that will change, and you will be strong, like an angel,” he replies confidently.
“You act like I’m going to spin a cocoon and undergo a metamorphosis or something,” I say, hoping against hope that I am wrong.
“No, nothing that drastic…well, maybe metamorphosis is a good enough description,” he says thoughtfully.
“How do you know that I will change?” I ask suspiciously.
“We all start out weak and then evolve around your age,” he explains knowingly.
“When?” I ask, my voice hush.
“Soon,” he says softly.
“How soon?” I utter.
He shrugs and says, “When you’re ready.”
I roll my eyes in frustration. “Will I look different?” I wonder.
“Not to the unobservant, but there will be subtle differences.”
I could kick him for not elaborating. It’s like pulling teeth with him sometimes. I would say typical male not to give any details, but there is nothing typical about Reed.
“Painful?” I ask worriedly.
“That’s all relative,” he replies.
“Pain is not subjective,” I say stiltedly.
“Really? How does this feel?” Reed asks as he pinches my upper arm.
“Ouch! That hurt!” I exclaim, pulling my arm away from him and rubbing the abused appendage vigorously.
“You may be in trouble,” he says, and he has the audacity to sound amused.
“You know, I could turn out to be stronger than you. What are you going to do then?” I pout.
He just chuckles at me like I’m joking, or maybe because he’s kind of happy. That seems to be it; he’s happy about my inevitable transformation into a stronger being, a being that would be able to keep up with him…and he’d be the only other being I would know that would be capable of keeping up with me.
“Reed?” I ask.
“Hmm?” he replies.
“If I’m not fully human, and I’m not pure angel, then how am I supposed to know what rules I have to follow? I don’t know any angel laws. I only know some of the human ones, and I’m not even sure about those half the time,” I say.
His brow furls, “I don’t know, Evie. Some of our laws don’t always coincide with the human laws,” he says with a perplexed expression.
“Example?” I ask.
“Humans aren’t supposed to kill each other. I’m sent specifically to kill,” he replies plainly.
Even though his admission should’ve disturbed me, I feel more curious than anxious as I say, “Avenging angel—got it.”
“Right,” he says with a small smirk. “Humans are supposed to honor their parents. I was created by God, no mother, no father.”
“Ah, yes,” I say, trying to hide my shock about that revelation.
“Humans aren’t supposed to seek comfort from the spouse of another person, but angels don’t have spouses; we don’t marry.” Reed explains casually. “But many humans seem to have a really hard time with that rule.”
“I’m getting the picture, thanks,” I reply before seizing this new piece of information. Casually, I ask, “So, you don’t marry—how very interesting, but you can…” I can’t go on and ask him what I want to.
This time, Reed saves me. “You want to know if I’m like a man, can I make love to a female if I want to?” he asks with amusement in his tone.
“Yes,” I reply, feeling my face getting red.
“Yes, but it would be for pleasure only. I’m incapable of producing a child,” he enlightens me.
“Then, how am I even possible?” I gasp.
“Evie, that’s precisely why you’re an enigma; by all logic you should never exist, but you do, and the fact that you do means that something has changed. Nothing about you is how it should be because you shouldn’t be,” he says slowly, trying to make the weight of his words sink in.
“How are angels created?” I ask him.
“We are born of fire,” he states. When my eyes widen, he continues, “Well, ‘born’ may not be the proper term. I was never an infant. I have always appeared as I do now, but I was weak—like you—in the beginning of my life. I evolved wings as I matured and I expect that you will too, but I am not privy to how your evolution will occur. I am only making assumptions based on what I have seen of you thus far. The way you heal—that is angelic.”
I chew my lower lip. “If I become an angel, or more like one anyway, what will happen when my friends notice, or my uncle notices that I’m not aging?” Reed is silent. He doesn’t know how to tell me what I already know, so I save him the trouble of explaining by saying, “I can’t tell them, can I?”
“No,” he replies softly.
“It’s one of those rules?” I ask him exasperatedly.
“Yes,” he says.
“I don’t think I like your rules. Maybe it means that neither set of rules applies to me, have you thought of that?” I counter argumentatively. “I didn’t ask for this distinction: to be the only angel ever created with a soul. Who would want this?”
“Evie,” he sighs.
“Reed,” I say in frustration.
“I wish I had all of the answers for you, but I’m not omnipotent or all-knowing. In fact, I know very little when it comes to you. But I’m not unhappy that you exist.” Reed says in a sexy tone, while leaning closer.
It would’ve been much nicer to hear him say he was ecstatic that I exist, so I try to ignore his comment and ask, “So I can’t tell anyone?”
“It’s better for now if you don’t tell anyone anything. Not just because it’s forbidden, but also because we want to keep your existence as secret as possible for as long as possible. I’m trying to keep you safe,” he says as his hand reaches out to stroke my hair.
“That makes sense.” I say, trying to resign myself to his logic. “I don’t even know what I would say that wouldn’t sound absolutely ludicrous.” I am quiet for a while, but something is nagging at me, something that has been bothering me for a while. “Reed, can I ask you something?”
“You’re asking me that now, after you’ve been peppering me with questions for hours?” he asks with amusement in his voice.
“It’s about Russell.” I say evasively.
“No, I don’t want to talk about him,” he replies immediately, his tone is no longer amused.
“Why not?” I ask, wincing.
“I don’t want to discuss your soul mate with you,” he says blandly.
“Reed, am I supposed to know what you mean by soul mate?” I ask him gently now because he’s less than pleased to have had the topic of conversation turn to Russell.
Reed is silent again, looking stone-faced that I have brought Russell into our conversation. I wonder if he knows that we’ve drawn first blood on Russell last night with our kiss. I move then, sitting on Reed’s lap so that I’m facing him. I begin toying with the button on his shirt, saying, “I hope that it doesn’t take the next thousand years for you to be able to trust me enough to explain things to me.”
A millisecond or less passes and I am lying flat on my back against the soft green cushions of the sofa. Reed hovers over me with the predatory stare of a cat about to pounce. His thrilling strength startles a low, breathy gasp from me. I feel his fingers tighten on my hip, while his perfect face prowls nearer, lowering to brush his lips against mine. Wrapping my arms around Reed’s neck, a kittenish sound escapes from me. I return the kiss coquettishly at first, flirting with him, but it rapidly builds, biting me with fire.
Reed lifts his lips from mine, and looking into my eyes, he murmurs, “I want those thousand years with you, Evie, you have no idea how much I want them. I want a thousand years, and then I want a hundred thousand more.”
When Reed pulls away further, breaking from my embrace, I want to groan in frustration. His arm goes around my shoulder, lifting me to sit next to him as he continues, “There are so many things that you haven’t seen, so many places you’ve never been. I want to show you everything and experience it all again with you, through you. But, I’ve been thinking about it, and right now this place, Crestwood, seems to be the safest place for you, the place you’re supposed to be. I want to protect you from everything that is dangerous to you. Unfortunately, right now, I am dangerous for you. I have to be careful and make sure that I don’t hurt you now, so we’ll have those years later.”
My eyebrows arch as I ask in frustration, “Because I’m too fragile now?”
“Yes. I’m afraid I could crush you without meaning to,” he explains softly.
“Oh,” I say in a small voice. “How long…”
Reed gives me his sexiest smile as he says, “I don’t know…whenever you’re ready…”
“But,” I mumble, “what if sooner is good for me…”
“It’s not,” he replies with a smile, touching my cheek. Reed is quiet for a moment and I become aware that he’s in the grip of some inner conflict. I see the war going on in his mind, playing upon his face in shades of black.
Reed sighs, like he lost the battle, before saying, “When I say that Russell is your soul mate, that is exactly what I mean. You are two souls that follow each other wherever the other leads. I imagine that you have shared many lives with Russell, judging by the way in which your two souls call to one another. If he had not come here, you would have followed him someplace else, wherever he was in the world. You would have found each other because that is what you are to each other, almost like two halves of a whole,” he states morosely.
My eyes widen as I listen mutely. A ghost of a smile forms on his lips as he adds, “Except things are different in this lifetime. You are no longer entirely human. You are also angelic, and so his soul and your soul will be parted by eternity, until, that is, you meet again in Paradise if that is your destiny,” he states as if that is the worst scenario possible to him.
“You’re saying that Russell and I have been here on Earth before…in other lifetimes? Together?” I ask incredulously.
“Yes,” Reed replies.
“Soul mates?” I say, trying to understand what he is telling me.
“Yes,” he says, gritting his teeth.
“As in reincarnation?” I say, fumbling now with the concept that was clearly not taught in my Sunday school classes.
“Yes,” he says, plucking imaginary lint from the sleeve of his shirt.
“What happens to Russell’s soul if mine is not available anymore?” I ask him, extremely alarmed by what he might tell me next.
“Maybe he’ll find a new soul mate,” Reed says unconvincingly.
“What are the odds of that happening?” I ask him, feeling ill.
“I don’t know,” he replies.
My eyes narrow as I stand and restlessly begin pacing in front of him. “Let me see if I understand you. You’re saying that Russell and I are soul mates—we spend our lives searching for each other. Only this time, I’m an angel. Since I’m an angel, I’ve become immortal, so unless something should kill me and my soul gets into Paradise, Russell will be left without a soul mate?”
“Yes,” he replies as his eyes scan my face, seeing my pain. “Although, he could choose to come back again and find you in his next life,” Reed admits, and by his expression I know he is not thrilled about that scenario.
I stop pacing as I say sarcastically, “Wow, this just keeps getting better and better, Reed. So what you’re telling me is that I’ll not just be breaking his heart in this lifetime, I get to keep on breaking his heart for eternity, is that it? Is that about right?” I am nearly ranting at this point, clearly taking out my frustration on Reed for the situation I am in.
“He may choose a new destiny—you are not in control of every aspect of this.” Reed explains compassionately. “Russell may have already chosen before coming here…I should not have told you this. I can see that it will torment you.” He sounds contrite for telling me what I had insisted upon knowing.
“I’m sorry,” I say, rubbing my aching forehead. “Reed, you had to tell me. I need to understand all of this.”
What am I supposed to do? Reed has a pull on me that is almost lethal in its intensity. I want him…need him. Then, there is Russell and being with him is so natural, like I’ve always belonged to him.
“Have dinner with me tonight,” Reed says, less as a question and more as a command.
His mention of dinner reminds me that I have obligations. “Oh no! What time is it, Reed?” I ask frantically.
“It’s three forty,” he says, looking at his watch.
“Three forty! I’m late for the portrait!” I say in a panic, while searching for my bag.
“Evie, what portrait?” Reed asks as he stands, handing me my bag.
“Mr. MacKinnon asked me if I would sit for him so he can paint my portrait. I told him I would and that I would be at his studio at three thirty. I’m late! I have to go!” I don’t stop to explain more, but put my arms around his neck, giving him a quick kiss goodbye. I turn to leave, but his hand snakes around my waist, holding me to him.
Reed frowns. “You plan on going there alone?” he asks in disapproval as I glance up at his face.
“Yes. Let’s have dinner tonight. I’ll be done by five o’clock—you can pick me up here when I’m finished because I’ll just be upstairs in the art studio,” I explain, seeking a compromise that would allow me to speed things along.
Reed doesn’t let my anxiety affect him at all; instead, he seems more determined to take his time. “When did you agree to this?” he asks.
My eyes narrow, “Why?” I ask.
“I’m curious,” he says with his eyes narrowing a bit more.
I sigh, “Do you want to come with me?”
“What an excellent idea,” he smiles, linking my elbow with his as he guides me out of the dark room.



CHAPTER 12
THE PORTRAIT
CLIMBING THE STAIRS of the Fine Arts Building hand-in-hand, Reed and I find a brass placard on a door declaring the room to be “MacKinnon Studio.” As we step in, I gaze around at the spacious artist’s studio; it occupies a large corner of the old building and has the appeal and charm that one associates with the old craftsmanship of the turn of the century. Leaded glass windows line the back wall, and the lighting in the room is impeccable.
A young woman sitting at the small desk in the corner of the room stands as we enter. “You must be, Genevieve,” she states smoothly, approaching me with her hand extended. “I’m Debra, Mr. MacKinnon’s assistant.”
“It’s nice to meet you,” I say, shaking Debra’s hand in introduction. She’s about my height with long, dark hair. Her black-rimmed glasses, which cover her warm, amber eyes, can only be described as librarian, but her air of authority, not her glasses, makes her seem older than me—maybe a senior. “This is Reed Wellington,” I continue politely with the introductions.
“Ah, Reed, of course, how are you?” she states briskly, shaking his hand.
“I’m well. It’s nice to meet you, Debra,” says Reed with a charismatic smile.
“Well, please come in. Mr. MacKinnon will be joining us soon. He wants me to get started with your hair and makeup before he gets here. How much do you know about what we’re doing today?” she asks me, moving over to a closet near her desk in the corner.
“Not much,” I say. “I know that I’m supposed to sit for a portrait, and that you need pictures, so that Mr. MacKinnon can work without me being here as often.” I add sheepishly, feeling naïve for not getting more details than that before agreeing to this. I peek at Reed and I can tell by his frown that his thoughts are straying along those same lines.
Debra says, “He’s going for the ‘Goddess Persephone’ thing with you—a queen who inspires devotion—or, something like that. Anyway, I have a dress for you—I think Mr. MacKinnon got it from the theatre department. They did The Iliad a few years ago. The dress is a little revealing because it’s a Grecian gown that plunges in the front and it’s backless from the shoulders to the small of your back. But, it covers all the important parts. It’s a little transparent under this lighting, but hey, that’s art.”
I can’t look at Reed as I begin to blush when Debra pulls the costume from the closet. It’s ethereal all right; it is exquisite white silk with gold piping interlacing the bodice, not at all the cheap theatre department material I expect.
“Please, come and sit over here, and I’ll get started on your hair,” Debra directs. I sit down at a lighted mirrored table and Debra begins working on my hair. “You can have a seat over there.”
Debra points to a comfortable seating area that has a sofa and chairs. Reed goes to a lounge chair and sits down, watching me disapprovingly. I can tell I’m going to hear about whatever it is that he is thinking. Deciding not to worry about it, I watch Debra in the mirror. She deftly weaves my hair into an intricate pattern of small braids with delicate, golden threads adorning them. The effect is startling, and when she finishes, I feel rather like a goddess. She applies a soft layer of cosmetics to my face in such a way as to make my skin appear to glow.
“Well, that’s it,” Debra says. “There is a bathroom over there where you can change your clothes.” She retrieves the gown from the closet and follows me to the bathroom.
“Okay,” I reply uncertainly, taking the beautiful creation she hands to me.
The dress is so delicate; it floats around my arms as it cascades like liquid toward the floor. I go into the bathroom and disrobe, and then I carefully step into the white, gossamer silk, feeling it cling to my body, as fabric will when it’s wet. I had hoped that I’d be able to wear my bra with it, but there is no way. The bodice plunges midway to my abdomen and barely covers my breasts on either side. The back of the gown is almost nonexistent; my skin is bare all the way down, revealing the two small dimples on my lower back. The dress covers me just above my rounded posterior, flowing with a long train behind me. I’ll need to pool the train of the gown over my arm if I don’t want it to drag on the ground, but the length in the front is perfect, as if it were made for me.
Debra sighs when she sees me in the dress. “It’s beautiful on you,” she says, adjusting the fasteners so that the gown lies perfectly. “Mr. MacKinnon just arrived. He’ll pose you, and then we can take the pictures.”
“Okay,” I say, realizing that I have to leave the bathroom in this gown that feels like little more than cobwebs covering my body.
Debra seems to know what I am thinking because she leans closer to me and says, “You look wonderful, and just remember, it’s art, and who knows, it could become a piece of history one day.”
“That’s a nice way of looking at it,” I say before taking a deep breath and walking out of the bathroom.
The conversation that is transpiring between Mr. MacKinnon and Reed turns to silence as I approach them from the bathroom. I’m not looking at Mr. MacKinnon as I near them because I’m captivated by the smoldering darkness that enters Reed’s eyes.
I want to move right to Reed, but Mr. MacKinnon steps in front of him and speaks directly to me, “Genevieve, you’ve exceeded my expectations. You’re lovely. We should begin. Please, if you would step this way, I have set up over in this corner,” he says, leading the way to a lighted area that has a dark backdrop and a Grecian style chaise. I sit stiffly on the chaise, feeling uncomfortable in the spotlight.
“Now, has Debra told you the theme that I’m going for with this portrait?” he asks.
“She mentioned the Goddess Persephone,” I say as I lean back against the bolster of the chaise, following the gesturing movements of Mr. MacKinnon.
He lifts my feet onto the chaise and arranges the train of my gown in such a way as to drape over the end of the lounge. In this position, I face Reed directly. We make eye contact, and there is a heat in his eyes that I can feel. My body becomes liquid; all of the tense embarrassment flows out of me, and it is just the two of us. I can hear that Mr. MacKinnon is taking pictures, but all I can do is watch Reed watching me.
“You’re Reed Wellington?” Mr. MacKinnon asks Reed as he continues to snap photos of me from different angles.
“Yes, that’s right, sir,” Reed answers him politely as he approaches the set and stands near the light.
“And how do you know our model here?” he asks charmingly, making small talk.
“Genevieve is my…girlfriend,” Reed says in a sexy, possessive way.
I’m somewhat taken aback by the term girlfriend. It is almost ridiculous that someone as perfect as Reed would desire someone like me, insane really, and yet, he’s becoming so much more than my boyfriend that the term seems inadequate to describe what is between us.
“Your girlfriend, is that right?” Mr. MacKinnon replies with a smile.
“Yes, she’s mine,” Reed says, never taking his eyes off of me. His words warm me, making me feel desired. Reed’s eyes soften as he says, “She almost allowed someone else to accompany her here today, and I can’t help but think of how close I came to missing seeing her like this.”
“Yes, that would’ve been unfortunate. But there will be the portrait,” Mr. MacKinnon assures him.
“I’m eager to see how it turns out,” Reed says.
“As am I,” he replies from behind his camera. “Genevieve, I want to try something else…a different pose. Allow me to tell you about the Goddess Persephone, so that you might better understand what I’m thinking.”
Drawing nearer to me and holding his camera away, he says, “Pretend you are the Goddess Persephone, Queen of the Underworld. Hades, the ruler of the Underworld, has taken you from your home and your mother Demeter. You love Demeter dearly and wish to see her again. Hades has given you a pomegranate to eat. You know that if you eat the pomegranate, you will have to remain in the Underworld with Hades for all of eternity. However, if you do not eat the fruit, you will have to leave the Underworld. You would then never be allowed to return to the Underworld or to Hades. You care for both Demeter and Hades, so you must choose which of your loves will have you for eternity.”
Stepping forward, Mr. MacKinnon places a pomegranate in the palm of my hand. I look at it dumbly for a moment, and then the scope of his words hit me. Reed or Russell. Angel or soul mate. I have to choose which of them will be the love, not only of my life, but also of my existence. Anguish in its purest form rolls over me in wave after wave of torment.
“That’s perfect, Genevieve. You’ve captured the very essence of the struggle,” Mr. MacKinnon says as he snaps my photo at different angles. I can’t look at Reed now. I don’t want him to see my struggle because I don’t want to hurt him, just as I don’t want to hurt Russell. Mr. MacKinnon purrs with satisfaction as he says, “Well, you’ve certainly provided me a range of things I can work with. I think I prefer the sultry pictures we took in the beginning of the sitting to the others, but it will be a tough decision.”
I’m not listening to Mr. MacKinnon. I want to escape from the lights and hide myself away in a dark corner. I rise from the chaise and begin to walk to the bathroom to change out of the gown, but I hesitate, and turning to Mr. MacKinnon, I ask, “What did Persephone decide? Did she eat the fruit?”
“Yes, she did, but not all of it, only enough so that she could return to Hades for half of each year. A divine compromise, they are rare amongst the gods,” Mr. MacKinnon says softly.
**
I am quiet on the car ride to Reed’s house for dinner. I’m feeling edgy after my experience at the art studio with Mr. MacKinnon. I want to erase today and start again. All the knowledge I’ve gleaned is beginning to eat at me, and I feel like my brain is corroding.
When we reach Reed’s house, he opens up my door and escorts me into his home. He must’ve called ahead to Andre, or maybe Greta, because the large, formal dining room table is set for two; the finest china graces the table, as does what appears to be real silver silverware. Reed holds out a chair next to the head of the table for me, and then he seats himself. I look around the cavernous room in awe; this isn’t Saga, and it is also far from the dining I do with my Uncle Jim. Andre, Reed’s personal chef, enters the dining room with two dinner plates not long after we are seated.
“This smells wonderful, Andre,” I say, breathing in the aroma. “Thank you.”
“It is very nice to have a guest. I hope you enjoy it,” Andre says, and then he turns and leaves the dining room.
“Do you eat here every night? In this room, I mean?” I ask Reed contemplatively, while tasting fish that melts in my mouth.
“Usually, why?” he asks as if evaluating my question.
“It’s nothing…it’s just that…” I say, my voice trailing off when the image of Reed eating here all alone in this big room comes to me. How lonely this must be with no one to share things with, but then again, it may be his idea of unwinding after having to pretend to be human all the time.
“It’s just what?” he asks me curiously.
“Well, it’s so formal. I feel like your parents are going to walk in any minute and scold us for using all the good china.” I say plainly. Reed laughs at my comment. “Does Andre know about you…I mean…you know…that you’re special?”
“No, I’m sure he has seen some things that have made him wonder about me, but I don’t believe he knows my secrets. I try not to keep the same staff around for long because people do catch on,” he says wryly. “I compensate them well when I have to let them go,” he adds as he fills the glass stemware in front of me with wine.
We eat together in silence for a while. I feel awkward and stiff, not knowing which piece of silverware I should use, since there are three forks, and although the food is delicious, I can’t enjoy it in here.
“Okay, Reed, let’s go,” I say, rising from my seat and picking up my plate and wine glass.
“Where are we going?” he asks in surprise, but stands immediately when I do, probably out of politeness.
“You do have a kitchen, don’t you?” I reply, selecting one fork and one knife from the several on my place setting.
“Yes, this home is equipped with a kitchen,” he replies with a puzzled expression.
“Well then, let’s go to the kitchen. I’ll follow you until you can draw me a map,” I say, smiling at him encouragingly. We need less formality between us, and I’m not going to get that in the dining room. A look of intrigue crosses Reed’s face while he picks up his plate and begins leading me from the dining room to the kitchen.
Reed’s kitchen is the most beautiful kitchen I’ve ever seen. It has sleekly crafted wooden cabinetry that hides the appliances so that you have to guess where the refrigerator is located. The granite counters gleam in the light from the fixtures above, and a polished wooden table sits just in front of a large, stone fireplace. The fireplace is not lit, but it doesn’t need to be; it is romantic even without a fire.
I set my plate on the table next to Reed’s as he pulls my chair out for me. “Better?” he asks when I am seated.
“Much. Thank you,” I say, smiling at him. This is better. It’s intimate and cozy, more personal.
“I have never eaten in here. It is nice,” he comments before gazing around the room as he takes in the scenery.
With an expression of amazement, I say, “You’ve never eaten in here? Reed, you are baffling. I keep trying to figure out what you are doing here.”
“I told you what I’m doing here,” he replies, picking up his fork again and continuing with his meal.
“I don’t mean the smoting thing. Or is it smiting? Anyway, no I mean, why are you at Crestwood? It hardly seems to be a big draw for demons,” I say.
“It is not, and that is why I’m here. I don’t like to just run across them when I’m not prepared to fight them. That is why I chose Crestwood. It lacks the, what were your words, draw for demons?” he asks smiling. He becomes serious though, when he says, “No, Crestwood is not a place the Fallen find interesting. That makes it a sanctuary, Evie. If you want to avoid them, you find the places they don’t like. I wish to avoid them when I’m not hunting them, so that I do not have to be in a constant state of vigilance.”
“Why don’t the bad angels come to Crestwood? I mean, I would think that fallen angels could recruit at schools,” I point out.
“The Fallen can at most schools, but Crestwood is different. There is not much of nightlife in this sleepy town and there is almost nothing to do here other than study. That is not very conducive to sin. Quite frankly, it is boring here,” he smiles.
“It’s not boring,” I say incredulously, thinking of the past few days.
“It is not boring with you around,” Reed amends with a grin.
“So, when you are looking for demons, please excuse the trite terminology, demon hunting, where do you go?” I ask. It sounds like such an absurd question when I say it out loud.
“The Fallen are drawn to the prison that is located a couple of towns away, in Jackson. They enjoy extreme suffering,” Reed explains. “They enjoy watching a soul in torment, and some of the prisoners have already shown a weakness for evil.”
My eyebrow rises as I ask, “Really? So the suffering going on inside the prison attracts them, like bait, and you send them back to Hell…uhh the abyss place, is that it?”
“Some make it back to Sheol and some do not,” he says offhandedly.
“What do you mean, some do not?” I ask in a puzzled tone.
“I mean, some of the Fallen just cease to be,” he says. “Since angels do not have souls, there is no chance to be redeemed. The Fallen will never be allowed into Paradise again. But if they survive, they could go back to Sheol, theoretically. I try not to let that happen.”
“Could that happen to you?” I ask in fear. “Could one of the Fallen kill you?”
“It will not happen to me. I am extremely good at what I do,” Reed replies confidently. “I succeed because I know myself and I know my enemy.”
“But, it’s a possibility?” I ask doggedly, scanning his face for his response.
“Genevieve, since I have met you, I am beginning to believe that anything is possible, and now I have more of an incentive to maintain my advantage,” Reed says gently. I feel off-kilter for a moment as I think of losing Reed. What would an eternity be like for me knowing that I would never see him again? I shudder, and fear must show on my face because Reed frowns as he asks, “What is wrong, Evie?”
“I don’t want you to be a soldier anymore. Can you do something else?” I ask him softly.
Reed’s eyes widen. “Why?” he asks in surprise.
“Because, Reed, I’m sure you’re very good at what you do, but there always seems to be something bigger and badder out there, and I can’t—how would I—I don’t know how to grieve for an eternity,” I say worriedly, looking down at my plate.
Reed’s eyes soften. “Evie, I don’t know whether to be extremely offended that you think I’m so weak that I would allow myself to be taken by one of them, or to be pleased that you would mourn for me,” he replies with a smile.
Pushing what is left of my food around on my plate, I say in a small voice, “It’s just that it seems like eternity would be very dull without you. But, you know, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad not to have someone around who enjoys ordering me around.” I finish with a pout. “I’ll bet you’d end up being really annoying anyway.”
“What would you have me do?” he asks, amusement twinkling in his eyes.
“Retire, isn’t there a pension plan for someone like you? I mean, you’re like older than the hills. It might be time to hang it up, pal, maybe take up golf or something,” I say agitatedly. “What are your hobbies? Let’s see if we can find you something else to do,” I add, crossing my arms in front of me.
“I cannot do that. This is my purpose. I have been sent to do this job, and I will do it,” he says calmly but firmly.
“Then, I’ll be a hunter, too. You can teach me to be a soldier, and I’ll help you,” I reply. If he intends to be out there endangering himself, then I’ll go too and try to make sure that he comes back to me.
“No,” he says flatly, and I can tell that he thinks by saying this it’ll end the conversation.
“Why not?” I fire back.
“There is too much risk for you,” he says patiently.
My eyebrow arches. “Now there is, but what about when I change—evolve—whatever I’m going to do?” I challenge his logic.
“No,” he says more firmly.
“Reed, if you can risk being ended, then I can, too,” I reply evenly.
He stands then, and reaching over to my chair, he pulls it from the table with me still in it. He turns it so that we’re facing each other, then he crouches down to look directly into my eyes.
“You are too young to understand what you are asking me to do. You have not seen violence on the scale necessary to defeat the enemy. You are so innocent; it is difficult for me even to taint that with what I must tell you, in order to help you understand what you are—what is happening to you. It is becoming more and more difficult for me not to insist that you come and stay with me here, but that would pose its own set of dangers to you,” he says, and I am intelligent enough to know he is speaking about himself as the threat, given our attraction for one another.
Reed continues, “My need for a positional advantage has to be weighed with the circumstances of our attraction. So, we need to discuss some rules for you that will help to protect you.”
“Rules?” I reply, wrinkling my nose. “That sounds boring. I’d much rather talk about something else,” I say, leaning forward and wrapping my arms around his neck. I rest my forehead against his.
He groans as if in pain, “Evie, you don’t know what you do to me.”
He closes his eyes and stands slowly, pulling me up out of the chair with him. My arms stay linked around his neck as my body presses against him. He bends his head down to lightly brush his lips to the sensitive skin just under my ear. To say it pleases me would be ridiculous in its simplicity. His arms tighten around my waist as his fingers softly caress my skin where my shirt hitched up. I want more, crave it, but it’s my turn to groan in pain when Reed gently, but firmly, pulls back from our embrace.
His eyebrow rises as he asks, “What was I saying?”
“I don’t know, let’s not worry about it now,” I reply, looking at his broad chest and toying with one of the buttons of his collared shirt.
“Evie,” he says roughly.
“Reed,” I breathe.
“You are not helping me,” he scolds lightly.
“I know,” I rest my head against his chest.
“Rules,” he says firmly.
“Fine,” I say, stepping back from him. “You can tell me what you’re thinking, but I’m not agreeing to anything.”
“Evie, this is for your protection,” he tells me in a gentle tone.
“We’ll see. What did you have in mind?” I ask.
“I want to know if you choose to leave Crestwood for any reason, even if it is to go to one of the neighboring towns. Stay out of bars and taverns,” he says, stern. “No Seven-Eleven without me and nothing remotely dangerous,” he finishes in a bland tone.
“That last one is vague,” I reply.
“Genevieve,” Reed sighs in response to my objection.
A small smile touches my lips. “What? It’s vague, and when a rule is vague, it begs to be broken,” I say, defending my position. “Let me recap: if I want to leave town I need to check with you, no bars, and no Seven-Eleven alone,” I say while ticking his list off on my fingers.
“Nothing dangerous,” he reminds me.
“Okay, no running with scissors,” I say, smiling up at him while adding another finger.
Reed’s eyes narrow, “Genevieve, you have to take this seriously,” he says with authority.
“I’m trying, Reed. It’s just that I’ve been raised to be independent. My Uncle Jim trusted me implicitly. I rarely needed permission to do anything, and for the most part, he was right to trust me,” I explain.
“I expect you to try very hard to be good,” he says.
My eyebrow arches. “Or else what?” I challenge, wondering just what he has in mind if I fracture a rule or two.
“I believe in positive reinforcement, rather than negative,” he says with a sexy smile as he traces my lips with the tip of his finger, leaving a scalded path where he touches me.
“That’s very sensible of you,” I reply as a shiver that has nothing to do with fear runs the length of my body.
Reed lifts his finger from my lips with a reluctant smile. “We should get going now. We both have practice,” he sighs, but his eyes remain sultry as if he is plotting some forms of positive reinforcement. “I just have to change, then I will take you to your room to meet your friends.” I am disappointed that our dinner is over; I want more time with him. “I will just be a moment,” Reed says, and true to his word he is gone.
I hardly see him move because it has been a heartbeat—a blink—my eyes only catch a vague impression of him. I am alone in the kitchen in an instant. Startled, I sit down in the chair behind me. I don’t have long to wait for him; it is maybe ten seconds before he just materializes in front of me again.
The smile on his face shows the depth of his amusement over my astonishment. He had changed into his practice uniform and has his equipment in tow. It would’ve taken me thirty seconds just to reach the front door of his house, let alone to get upstairs where I assume his bedroom is.
“That was quick,” I say, understating the obvious.
Reed’s smile is ethereal. “It’s nice not having to hide what I am, or what I can do, from you. It pleases me that you are not afraid of me,” he says, extending his hand to me to help me rise from my seat.
My heart hammers in my chest, seeing his smile. “Will I be able to move that quickly?” I ask as we leave the kitchen on the way to the front door.
“Probably,” he says with a shrug.
“Uh oh,” I reply, thinking that having that kind of ability could pose some problems for me.
“What?” he asks in concern.
My forehead wrinkles as I admit, “Well, I had a hard time pretending to limp when my knee was supposed to be bruised. I can just see me forgetting not to just pop off when I’m late for class or something.”
Reed takes my hand to reassure me. “You need to cultivate an awareness of your surroundings and everything that exists within them. After awhile, it will become second nature to you,” he says.
“I might have a hard time with that because the only thing I seem to be aware of is you,” I say, blushing at the admission of such an embarrassing fact.
“That is going to be a struggle for both of us,” he states plainly. “I, too, lose sight of my surroundings when you are near. It is a danger we will have to overcome because it makes us vulnerable to the enemies.”
He opens the front door for me, and we walk out to his car. When I am seated, I hear a beep coming from my bag I’d left in the car. Finding my cell phone inside, I check the missed calls; there is one call from Russell and one call from Freddie. Dialing my voicemail, the first message should be from Russell, but when I listen to it, it is just a clicking sound, indicating that the caller had hung up without leaving a message. I cringe, wondering what our next conversation would be like. It will be brutal for both of us; there is no doubt.
The next message is from Freddie. He had missed me at lunch and dinner and is worried about me. I debate whether or not to call Russell back. Holding my phone to my lips absently, I stare out the window, watching the town of Crestwood float by me. Our next conversation has to be in person.
“Russell call?” Reed asks as if he is all knowing despite his protestations.
“Yes,” I reply, not knowing what to say.
“What did he say?” he asks me with concern.
“Nothing, he hung up.” I don’t lie. What would be the point?
“I see,” he says sympathetically.
“Do you?” I ask in surprise at his tone. I expected a different reaction from him.
“Yes. I’m sorry,” he says simply.
“So am I,” I reply sadly.
“What will you tell him?” he asks.
“I don’t know,” I answer him honestly.
“Evie, you do not have to make any decisions now. You have time to figure out what you want,” Reed says softly again, and his concern for my feelings makes me want to cry.
“Reed, I’ve put some thought into it already. If what you said comes to pass, then what kind of a life could I possibly have with Russell?” I ask sadly. “If I become as strong as you are, I would run the same risks that you have with me now, only I probably won’t have the restraint that the millenniums here on Earth have taught you. I would probably end up crushing Russell without meaning to.”
“Yes,” he agrees evenly, but he sounds as if he doesn’t think that would be such a bad thing to do to Russell.
“Then, there is the fact that Russell will age while I will not. What will happen to him when people start thinking he’s a dirty old man for being with such a young girl?” I ask. “He probably wouldn’t be too thrilled about that after a while.”
“True,” Reed says sagely, but he looks as if the thought of Russell growing old is rather a funny one.
“And then, there is you. Even if I chose Russell, I don’t think I would be able to be…” I trail off, not wanting to explain.
“To be what?” he asks curiously.
“To be faithful to him,” I reply, blushing. “It’s like no one else exists when you’re around.” Reed reaches over at my words and grasps my hand. Bringing it to his lips, he kisses it. “So, I don’t know what I’ll say to him,” I explain quietly, turning again to stare out the window, not seeing any of the scenery going by.
When Reed speaks again, it is in his angelic language that I don’t understand. It comforts me with its sweetly lilting melody, and I feel calmer when he finishes.
“What did you say?” I ask him serenely.
“The same thing I told you when you were in my car with me after your premonition,” Reed replies quietly as his eyes meet mine, making my breath catch a little.
I think for a second, and then say in disappointment, “Oh, yeah, I get that I’m a frustrating creature.”
“I was not exactly truthful when I told you that was what I said,” Reed replies, smiling at me.
“Reed, you’re capable of subterfuge? I thought you were supposed to be an angel,” I tease him lightly.
Reed’s smile is rueful when he replies, “We are going to have to redefine your definition of angel.”
My eyebrow quirks, and I ask, “What did you say then—in the car after my premonition?”
“I said that you are poised to be the most perfect creature I have ever encountered, under God, and the affection that I feel for you cannot be measured on Earth, or in Paradise. That is a rough translation, but it sounds better in Angel,” he explains as his green eyes hold mine.
“That’s what you said?” I breathe, unable to completely believe what he’s telling me.
“Yes,” he says as his eyes soften. We pull into the parking lot of my dorm, and Reed parks, letting his car idle.
“When did you know that was how you felt about me?” I ask him quietly.
“At the lake, when you Tasered me,” he replies, smiling.
My eyes widen. “What?” I ask feeling stunned.
“You have so much courage…you were so magnificent,” he says in admiration.
“I was terrified,” I try to explain.
“Yes, but that is what courage is: it is acting in the face of fear,” Reed says as a justification of my emotions. “I had to reason with myself that hugging you in that moment would not produce the effect I wanted. It probably would have scared you more.”
“Good call,” I say, thinking I might’ve had a heart attack if he’d tried hugging me after I’d Tasered him. “You still wanted me to leave after our run in at the lake,” I point out.
“I have a duty, and I was worried that helping you would be in direct violation of that duty. I hoped the feelings that I have for you would pass in a millennium or two if you were not around,” he says. “Foolish huh?”
“Very,” I agree, momentarily in awe of his beautiful face. Tearing my eyes away from his, I say, “We’re going to be late for practice. I better go up and change so I can meet the girls.”
“See you tonight?” Reed asks when my fingers move to the door handle.
Disappointment floods me as I say, “I can’t—I promised Brownie and Buns that we’d hang out.”
“Oh,” he says, dropping his chin and smiling. “Tomorrow then?”
“Tomorrow,” I agree breathlessly.
I am on the verge of leaving the car when Reed catches me up in an intoxicating kiss. It doesn’t feel like a kiss goodbye; that is its masquerade. This kiss is more like having a gentle wind caress my lips in introduction, as if it exists just for me now. Slowly pulling back from him, I see wisdom within the stormy-green fire of his eyes, and like the wind, they, too, hold secrets unimaginable to me. My fingertips touch my lips where his had just been. I want to imprint this moment in my mind so that I can recall every single detail of it later.
“Bye.” I manage to say breathlessly to Reed as I get out of his car.
“Bye, Evie,” he smiles before I close the door.



CHAPTER 13
COLDWATER
I AVOID RUSSELL for the next few days during classes. It is tricky because we usually run into each other at meal times in the cafeteria, so I don’t go to breakfast or lunch. I know that avoiding Russell is only going to make all of this worse, but I don’t have a clue as to how I will explain something that is nearly inexplicable. Since most of the facts about what is happening to me are not only ludicrous, but also forbidden information, I’m at a loss as to what to do. Add to that my absolute inability to lie to Russell effectively, and I have a disaster in the making.
I spend every moment that I’m not in class with Reed. He asks me so many questions, everything from my first words as a baby to whom my date had been for prom. I eat dinner with him every night in his kitchen, and we go for walks on his estate. I ask him questions, too, but he is reluctant to talk about himself or his past. I think it’s because he has had to hide so much for so long that revelations don’t come easily for him.
We watch a few movies in Reed’s media room, but I can tell he’s not into watching chic flicks. It is funny though, seeing him try to understand a romantic comedy. His heavy sighs of exasperation whenever the male lead shows any sign of vulnerability makes me have to bite my lip so that I won’t burst out laughing. Today, however, it is amazingly simple to avoid Reed if I want to, since he is not in class, and I can’t feel him anywhere on campus. Where can he be? What’s he doing?
I am surprised to see Freddie approaching my private study alcove in the library. He shrugs off his backpack and takes a seat in the chair near mine. “You’re alive…I was wondering where you’ve been, and believe me, I’m not the only one,” he says with his warm, Freddie smile.
“Freddie! I’m sorry. You called me and I completely forgot to call you back. I’m so psyched to see you,” I say, beaming at him.
He looks good today. His hair is growing out; it reaches just past his brows now. Freddie is looking…cute—he’s facebookable. I think, watching him kick back in the chair. When did that happen?
“Hiding out, Evie? Is this your new lair?” he asks, assessing the situation like my own personal analyst.
“Hiding out? I don’t know what you’re talking about. I have really hard classes, and I don’t want to get behind,” I flounder.
Freddie’s eyebrow arches. “Sure. I guess you don’t want these then?” Freddie says, opening his bag and withdrawing two granola bars before dangling them in front of me.
“Freddie! I did tell you already that I love you, right?” I ask, snatching one of the granola bars from his hand and tearing off the wrapper.
“Sure you told me, but it’s phat to hear it again,” he says, grinning as he tosses me the second bar.
“I’m glad you’re here,” I say between mouthfuls of granola. “I need your help Freddie. I have a mission. Are you game, or are you lame?” I ask.
“I’m game, what do you have in mind?” he asks with an expression of intrigue.
“I have to get a firewall for Russell, but I’m kind of avoiding him at the moment. So, I was hoping that if I went and picked one up, you could hook me up with the installation?” I ask. “Maybe you can come with me to Coldwater to pick it out, too. I thought I’d go Saturday morning. You in?”
“You know, he asked me if I’d seen you twice today?” Freddie asks with a speculative expression.
“No, I didn’t know that,” I reply, feeling ashamed of my behavior.
“Aren’t you afraid that this firewall is going to send him mixed signals?” he asks me pointedly. “I mean, that’s why you’re in the loneliest place in the library, right, so you won’t run into Russell?”
“It’s that obvious, huh?” I ask, chewing on my lip.
“BFO, blinding flash of obvious,” he states brutally.
“What gift can I give him, Freddie, that says, ‘You’re probably the best thing that could ever happen to me, but I can’t be with you?’” I ask him dejectedly. “Because I’ll run right out and get it, regardless of the cost.”
“I don’t know, Evie, but I don’t think you’ll accomplish that with a firewall,” he says with pity.
“Well, maybe it will say, ‘I can’t give you what you want, but I can give you what you need,’” I say sadly.
“A firewall is for protection. What are you protecting him from?” Freddie asks me.
I stare at him in shock; he has an uncanny knack of reading me. I will have to be careful of what I say around him. He is way too intuitive for his own good. “I hadn’t realized the doctor was in, Freddie. Are you a Psych major or something?”
“Yeah.” He smiles. “How’d you know?” he asks.
“You’re going to be way too expensive for me when you open your practice,” I say, smiling at him sincerely.
“The couch is always open to you,” he says kindly. “I’ll pick you up at nine on Saturday?” he asks me. “To get the firewall…” he adds, when he sees my confusion.
“Yeah, Freddie. Thanks,” I reply gratefully.
**
When I return to my room, there is a note attached to my window. Opening it, I read it quickly:
Dear Evie,
I have to leave town for the weekend. If you need me, please contact me on my cell phone. Stay out of trouble and remember the rules. I’ll be back as soon as I can.
Reed
I read Reed’s note several times before I crumble it up, throwing it in the garbage can. It remains in the garbage can for at least five minutes before I pull it out, ironing the wrinkled paper with my hands. I read it again, and then it is back in the garbage can again. That note is the most disappointing letter I’ve ever received.
Not only will I not be able to see Reed all weekend, but he also doesn’t say where he is going or what he is doing. He doesn’t say definitively that he’ll be back when the weekend is over either. He tells me to stay out of trouble—like that’s an option given my current lifestyle—and there is the fact that he doesn’t even leave an endearment in there to savor. I’m not counting the “Dear Evie” part because that’s just how you’re supposed to open a letter. Some boyfriend.
Then my paranoid side kicks in, and I start wondering if he is avoiding me. Ugh! Well, good luck because you’re stuck with me, I think. He did leave a note, I admit after sitting on my bed dejectedly for a while. Still lame.
Buns and Brownie save me from spending the night in a deep depression when they come bounding into my room, insisting that I go with them to the party at the Delt House. “The theme is, ‘Peeping Toms and Soccer Moms,’” Brownie informs me while throwing open my closet and rummaging through it.
Despite everything, I laugh. “That’s so funny,” I smile. “Are you going to dress up?”
“We’re going to try to look like MILFs,” Brownie shrugs. “We were thinking of going so that we could check out the composite we want to take for the war. I think those things are screwed into the wall, so we can’t just lift them off—we’ll need a screwdriver.”
I nod my head. “One of those battery-powered screwdrivers would be the fastest. It may make some noise, but not enough for them to hear us if they’re having a house meeting. When do the Delts meet again?” I ask.
“Wednesdays, sweetie,” Buns reminds me. “I’ll buy a battery-powered screwdriver.”
“Wouldn’t it be better to get in their house late at night?” I ask.
“Sweetie, it’s a frat house. There is always someone awake at night in a frat house. I swear those guys play their game consoles all night long,” Buns says, sounding annoyed. “I can’t wait until you see the cute little spy outfits we got online. Yours will look great on you, and it will be very helpful if you get caught because you’ll look too cute to torture.”
“A duel purpose, lovely,” I reply. “I don’t plan on getting caught, though.”
“Does this say MILF or MIRF?” Brownie asks, holding up a short black skirt.
“What’s MIRF?” I ask Buns, trying to figure out the new acronym.
“Oh, it means, ‘Mom I’d Run From,’” Buns says helpfully.
Brownie finally opts for a short skirt and blouse. When I put them on, she makes me turn around and applies a bumper sticker to my bum that reads: “Proud Parent of an Honor Roll Student at Crestwood Elementary,” like I’m a minivan or something.
“You know what would look good with this? The gold bangle bracelets Elise gave me,” Buns says.
“Gold bangles?” I ask, with a crooked smile. “I thought we were supposed to look like soccer moms.”
“We’ll be the LA soccer moms with the au pairs and botox,” Brownie says with a cheeky grin.
When Buns returns with the bracelets, I put them on, and I have to admit, they’re very beautiful. The bracelets make a musical kind of clicking sound when I move my wrist that is kind of sweet, too.
We walk to the Delt House together and when we near it, JT stands up on the railing of the deck and shouts, “Buns!”
“Sweetie!” Buns calls back in typical Buns fashion.
“Ladies, welcome to the Delt House,” JT says, sweeping his arms wide. “Pete, look who’s here,” he says, indicating Brownie. “And Evie! Pete, quick, get her a beer before she passes out,” he says, grinning at me while holding up the peeping tom binoculars from around his neck. “Have you ever been here before, Evie?” JT asks me.
“Once, when I visited the college for a campus tour,” I say, while mentally counting the number of steps it takes to reach the front door from the porch. JT gives us a guided tour of the Delt House; I pay particular attention when he shows us the billiard room that is lined with the most recent composites for the house.
When our tour progresses to other parts of the house, I make the excuse of having to go to the bathroom, telling my group that I’ll catch up with them afterward. I quickly go back downstairs to the rooms near the billiard room. I’m looking for a utility closet for something we’re planning. I luck out when I locate one in the hallway near the billiard room. It’s perfect for what I have in mind. It is the size of a walk-in pantry and it’s only being utilized for cleaning supplies and toiletries.
On a whim, I check the room on the other side of the utility closet. This room is a den with comfortable brown-leather armchairs and low, polished wooden tables that are perfect for spreading out books. As I admire the dark wooden wainscot that circles the room, I notice that I’m not alone. My eyes briefly rest on a couple kissing in the corner, and I quickly look away from them, embarrassed to have barged in on a private moment between them.
I start to back out of the room when recognition hits me; my attention shifts back to the lovers entwined. Russell, sitting in the armchair with a cute little blond on his lap, is to use his own words, helping himself to her. Jealousy like I’ve never known before courses savagely through me. I flush hot and then cold in a matter of seconds. Standing frozen, I finally regain my composure and continue to back out of the room.
Grasping the handle of the door gently, I try not to make a sound, but the bangle bracelets on my wrist click together, alerting Russell to my presence. Russell’s brown eyes lock on mine for a brief moment before I dart out of the room. From behind the closed door, I hear him say, “Ahh shoot, Red, hold up!”
In the hallway, I frantically begin looking around for a place to hide. I immediately duck into the utility closet and close the door. Standing there, panting in the dark, I try to make sense of everything I had seen in the room next door. Had I really just walked in on the love of my past several—I don’t even know how many—lifetimes macking on some girl he just met? I wonder stupidly as hurt and betrayal war inside of me, vying for supremacy.
It’s unreasonable for me to feel this way, given the fact that I know that I can’t be with Russell. This is undoubtedly the best thing for him, but, at this moment, rational thought has no place in my world of hurt. I back up from the door until I come up against the far wall of the closet. I slide down the wall to sit on the floor among the shelves full of rolls of toilet paper and refill bags of liquid hand soap. When the shock of seeing Russell with someone else begins to wear off, I realize that all I want to do is go home and cry.
Hot tears well up in my eyes as I grit my teeth in an effort to keep them back.
I can’t cry now…not here with all of these people around to witness it. I have to get out of here.
I don’t try to move when the doorknob of the closet turns and the door begins to open. Light from the hallway slowly falls on my face, and then I hear Russell’s sigh of relief. He quickly slips into the closet, shutting the door behind him. He slides down the door to sit in front of me, blocking out most of the light and making it hard to see his face. Our feet touch as they meet in the middle of the closet, but neither of us speaks for a while, until Russell asks, “Red, why is it that I feel like I need to apologize to ya for this?”
“You don’t, Russell, but I’d be lying to you if I said it doesn’t hurt,” I reply softly, knowing exactly why he feels like he needs to apologize. It’s our connection to one another that is tearing little pieces of his heart away and mine, too. But, I can’t tell him that, any more than I can stop it from happening.
“Yeah, well, I can say that I know how ya feel,” he replies. In a frustrated tone, he asks, “Why’s this happenin’, Red? I can’t be the only one who thinks that we’re perfect together. I can see it in yer eyes when ya look at me. Just tell me what’s goin’ on. Is Reed really yer boyfriend?” Russell asks as if the thought leaves a bad taste in his mouth. He doesn’t wait for my answer before he says, “‘Cuz I gotta tell ya, Red, I see you with him, and it eats me up inside.”
This is it—this is the moment that I’ve been dreading since I realized what I am, and more importantly, what I’m not. I’m not human enough for Russell, if I was, this may not have been a forgone conclusion. If there was no Reed and my undeniable attraction to him, I know I would’ve been happy with Russell. We would’ve been perfect for each other, but that isn’t safe for Russell. I have to keep Russell safe from what I am and what I’m going to become. He’ll always be in danger if he’s around me, especially if other angels discover that I exist.
My throat constricts, making it almost impossible to speak, but I manage to ask softly, “Russell, what is that girl’s name that you were kissing?”
Russell replies gruffly, “Candace…but it’s not what it looked like, or maybe it’s exactly what it looked like, but ya shut me down, and I saw ya with Reed. Are y’all together…”
“Yes,” I say cutting him off. “Reed is my…boyfriend. I’m with him, so you should go and see if Candace is still available because I’m not,” I finish, nearly choking on the last couple of words.
I’m grateful that it’s dark in the closet because I don’t think I would survive seeing the pain I’ve caused him with my words. I’m barely surviving the pain I’ve caused myself with my words. Russell is quiet for a while as if processing what I had said to him. I listen to his steady breathing while suppressing the urge that I have to jump up, throw my arms around him, and try to comfort him.
I am concentrating so hard on remaining where I am that he startles me as he says, “Genevieve, just so ya know, this wouldn’t hurt ya so much if you were makin’ the right decision.” Rising from the floor, he leaves the closet, gently closing the door behind him.
Or, maybe because it does hurt so much, it makes it the right decision, I think sadly as I hear him walk away from the door. When I know that he is gone, I leave the oppressive closet and go to find the girls. Whispering covertly to them, I tell them I have some information regarding the composite that I need to write down before I forget it. I explain to them that I’m going back to my room, and when they say they’ll come too, I persuade them to stay and have fun. I want to be alone.
Walking back to my room, I jot down what I can recall regarding the composite, and then I change into my pajamas and go to bed. As I lay awake, crying my heart out into my pillow, I vow that these are the last tears that I’ll cry for Russell.
I spend the next morning worrying about Reed and wondering where he is and what he is doing. This doesn’t help lighten my mood when Freddie picks me up in his white Mercedes and we start on the road to Coldwater. I’m cranky from not getting much sleep last night.
“Freddie, this looks suspiciously like an import. Aren’t you from around Detroit? Shouldn’t you be driving a car made in Detroit?” I ask as I half tease him and half scold him.
Freddie puts his index finger to his lips. “Shh, Evie, she’ll hear you. She was a graduation present from the rents,” he says, petting his steering wheel and grinning. “What’s up with you? Late night party?” Freddie asks me sweetly, reading my mood.
“Not exactly,” I say, and then everything that happened with Russell last night comes tumbling out of my mouth in a rush of uncontrolled emotion.
Freddie lets me talk, listening quietly without interrupting me as I pick apart every detail and nuance that occurred. “And now, I’m going to Coldwater to get him a stupid firewall. I bet Candace wouldn’t go all the way to Coldwater to get him a stupid firewall,” I say scathingly.
Freddie’s eyebrow arches as he says, “I bet you’re right, Evie. I’m sure Russell would prefer your firewall to her firewall and your software, too. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t have followed you into that closet last night, but you already know that.”
I exhale slowly. Freddie’s telling me that last night is the direct result of the decisions I’ve made. But I can’t explain to him why I have to do this to protect Russell or the way I feel about Reed.
I sigh, “I know, Freddie, but it’s like there are these two sides of me, and one side wants Reed, and the other side wants Russell. I just want to be whole again.”
“You will be, Evie. You’ll figure it out, and in the meantime, we can take care of Russell’s computer so that Candace can send him emails,” he says playfully, looking at me with a cheeky smile on his face. I stick my tongue out at him as if he’s my bratty brother.
We make it to Coldwater and find an electronics store that stocks firewalls. It doesn’t take me long to pick one out because they only have a couple of models. I make the purchase, and then Freddie and I leave the store. When we stumble upon a small coffee shop, we go in and order a couple of coffees to go.
As we exit with our café lattes, heading to Freddie’s car, I fumble with the plastic lid of my cup, dropping it on the pavement. Bending down to pick it up, I notice a young man passing me on his way into the shop. I admire his tailored, black-leather jacket before a shiver makes the hair on my arms stand up. Something about the man strikes me as being off. I can’t put my finger on it until I stand up and notice his shadow on the ground. It isn’t walking away; it is facing me.
I feel myself growing pale, and my breath rasps along with the rapid pounding of my heart. I study the darkly twisting shadow; it moves like a separate entity. The coffee lid slips from my numb fingers again and a few moments lapse before I can make my legs move. Hurrying to Freddie’s car, I spill coffee over the rim of my cup. Freddie unlocks the doors and starts the engine.
Climbing into his car, I lock the doors before peering out the back window. As Freddie pulls out of the parking lot, the man with the dysfunctional shadow stands by the coffee shop door, watching our car drive away. I shiver in dread, wondering, What was that thing? I scan the auxiliary mirror to see if he’s following us. He noticed me, or at least his shadow did, I think as I shudder in fear again.
Freddie notices that something is wrong and says, “Evie, are you okay? You look pale.”
“Uhh, yeah, Freddie, I’m fine, my coffee is just a little bitter. I should’ve added some more sugar,” I say, using a napkin to wipe the coffee off of my hand.
I burned it when I had spilled my coffee, but I ignore the pain, knowing that it will probably be healed by the time we get back to Crestwood. I use my napkin to cover my hand so that Freddie won’t notice my burn. Leaning back against the seat, I close my eyes. This was a bad idea, I think and wonder how I’m going to explain what I saw to Reed when I’m not even supposed to be in Coldwater.
He’s going to be one hostile angel when I tell him what I did. He wasn’t here to ask, I think grasping at straws, but then I look at my cell phone, and I can already hear the argument that I hadn’t even tried to call him. I worry about the shadow man all the way back to Crestwood as Freddie discusses how he will install the firewall in Russell’s room for me. Freddie doesn’t seem to notice my tension before he drops me off in the parking lot of my dorm.
The drums of the marching band playing at the field house echo outside my window. Russell’s first game is going to start any minute. I had planned on going to support him, but my being there would probably have the opposite effect on him right now. I’m probably the last person on earth he wants to see, I think, and that fact makes me more miserable than I can say.
Lying on my bed, I become aware that I really miss Reed, which is pathetic because he has only been gone a little more than a day. It doesn’t take long for me to break down and try to reach him on my cell phone. I am disappointed when he doesn’t answer. As I listen to his sexy voice on his voicemail message, I wish that I had some way to record it so that I could play it back over and over again like an obsessed groupie.
When I hear the beep that indicates that I should leave a message, I am at a loss as to what to say because I hadn’t planned the call at all. My voice sounds almost breathless as I say, “Hi, Reed, it’s Evie…I miss you…come home soon.” Hanging up the phone, I cringe and cover my face with my hands when I think of the message I just left. You’re so not a playa.
I go to bed early, watching the night sky outside my window as I try to imagine what Reed is doing. I wake up sweating in the dark, clutching my chest where the shadow man had stabbed me in my dream. Gasping for breath, I sob, trying to rub away the echo of pain. I’m whole, I assure myself. I’m uncut…Coldwater was a bad, bad, idea, I think, feeling panic overwhelming me.
With trembling hands, I pull my blanket up higher around me, and I realize that I haven’t taken Reed’s warnings seriously—I’ve been in a state of denial. Reed had said that there are entities out there that would like nothing better than to get their hands on me, but I hadn’t been able to grasp it fully. I’m grasping it now that I’ve seen one of them. If that thing had really come for me in the night, I doubt I’d have even seen it coming. I’d probably already be dead. I hug my pillow as I lie in my bed, waiting for the sun to come up.



CHAPTER 14
OPPOSITES ATTRACT
GETTING UP EARLY in the morning, I go to breakfast at Saga. Sunday morning isn’t a popular time to eat breakfast due to all the late night partying. Except for a handful of students, the place is empty. Freddie is alone at our table, and as I approach him with my tray, I almost laugh because he reminds me of someone’s dad with his morning paper spread out on the table and a steaming cup of coffee waiting to cool.
“Good morning,” I say.
Freddie lifts his chin in a nod, “Sup, Evie, did you hear? The Chargers won yesterday,” he says cheerfully.
“Yeah, I heard. That’s sweet, huh?” I ask rhetorically.
“It was close, though: twenty-one to seventeen,” he grins.
“That’s so great,” I reply. “Did you have any problems with the firewall?” I ask, chewing my oatmeal slowly.
“No, it was so easy it almost installed itself,” he says, not looking at me.
“What?” I say, noticing his demeanor is off.
“Nothing,” he says evasively.
“What, Freddie?” I ask him again, seeing that there is something he isn’t telling me.
Reaching down into his bag, Freddie pulls out what is left of the firewall. It looks as if someone had taken a hammer to it, or maybe run it over with a car. “Russell kind of uninstalled it,” he mumbles.
“Oh,” I say, looking at the dented ports and lopsided casing that no longer covers the machine fully. “You might as well throw it out because I doubt they’ll take it back.” And I’m not going back to Coldwater, I think numbly.
“In Russell’s defense, Evie, my boy was really stinking drunk last night,” Freddie says, attempting to lighten the blow of seeing the mangled hardware.
“Right, that makes it so much better, thanks, Freddie,” I say sarcastically, seeing Russell’s anger in the twisted metal.
“Sorry,” he says simply.
“No, I’m sorry. I put you in the middle of this, and for that, I’m truly sorry. I won’t do it anymore. I promise,” I reply, putting my hand over his. “This is between Russell and me, and I’m getting the message loud and clear. I believe the message is: leave me the hell alone.”
“At least he didn’t do what Mason was urging him to do,” he says.
“Oh yeah, what was that?” I ask, feeling my heart sink with dread.
“Mason wanted him to throw it through your window,” Freddie says disgustedly.
“Well, with buddies like that, he ought to be okay,” I say numbly. “So, what are you up to today?” I ask, trying to change the subject and hoping that Freddie will have pity on me and put the firewall back in his bag so I won’t have to look at it all through breakfast.
“Nada. You?” he asks, plucking the unit off the table as if reading my mind.
“Laundry,” I answer in relief. “Then, I have my first game this afternoon.”
“Who’re you playing?” he asks.
“The Kappas I think,” I answer, taking a sip of orange juice.
“What time?” he asks.
“Four,” I say.
“I’ll be there,” he replies, smiling.
“Thanks, Freddie,” I say, but I can’t return his smile no matter how hard I try.
**
Our first game is drawing a bigger crowd than I expected. The new uniforms might have something to do with that. Our jerseys and skirts are red with a vertical black stripe on either side. The collared, sleeveless shirt molds itself to my body, as does the skirt, leaving little to the imagination. Red knee socks complete the outfit, covering my shin guards. The Kappas are in navy blue skirts with lighter blue tops and light blue knee socks. We all resemble an updated version of the Catholic schoolgirl outfit, which I think is part of the draw.
Seeing Freddie milling around on the sidelines with a couple of other guys, I wave to him. I am just about to go over and speak to Freddie when I notice Russell arriving at the field. He isn’t alone. A flush stains my cheeks when I realize he’s with the girl he was snogging the other night. What is her name…Candace? If jealousy could be a living thing, then it resides in me when I see them holding hands and standing close to each other, talking intimately.
Why is he here with her? I wonder, until I notice that Candace is wearing a blue uniform, and it dawns on me that Russell is here to cheer her on. Attempting to hide my outrage, I storm over to where my teammates are warming up. As I stretch, I try to ignore them when Russell gives Candace a good-luck kiss and a less than fraternal pat on her butt before she joins her team.
It’s too dangerous for me to be around him, I think, reminding myself once again that it is better for Russell not to be anywhere near me, but it’s hard to remember that with the hot coils of envy burning me.
The referees signal the captains up for the coin toss, and Brownie goes to call it. Tossing the coin in the air, Brownie wins it, and she elects to take the center pass. I run onto the field to get into position near the centerline. A few moments later, Candace lines up directly across from me near the white, chalky line.
It seems grossly unfair to me that she can be beautiful, even with a sneer on her lips as she says, “Hey, psycho, I’d appreciate it if you’d stay out of my boyfriend’s room.”
My eyes widen as I ask, “Excuse me?” unsure of what she means.
With a condescending smile, she adds, “It’s probably illegal what you did yesterday—messing with Russell’s computer.” She rests her stick across her knees as she leans forward. “Everyone thinks you’re a psycho freshman groupie for breaking into his room,” she says, watching my face.
I’m so mortified; my blush matches my red jersey. For a moment, I have a vision of crushing her throat under my cleat. I’m on fire inside, but my tongue turns to ash in my mouth, so I can’t respond.
The referee sets the ball on the line before blowing his whistle. Buns takes possession of the ball to start the game. Hitting it ahead to Brownie, we run up the field together while Brownie flicks the ball to Weeza. I easily run around Candace, who is actively attempting to get in my way. Trying to anticipate the play and be in a good position to accept a pass, I hear the sound of my own breathing. The noise from the crowd fades as I focus on my objective. I don’t have long to wait for a pass as the ball comes arcing toward my stick from Babs. Bringing my stick down low to control the ball, I redirect it forward toward the D. Easily outmaneuvering Candace, I propel the ball into the striking circle as Buns runs ahead of me to take a position near the goal.
I scoop the ball toward Buns, who brings her stick down to handle the pass; then she redirects the stick, sending the ball in the direction of the goal. It sails by the Kappas’ goalkeeper, who lunges awkwardly toward it. Goal! I think as the crowd bursts into applause. Grinning, I hug Buns, congratulating her on an excellent shot as we walk back to our huddle. The Kappas now have possession of the ball from the centerline. I go to the mid-field line once again, and Candace lines up opposite me.
Candace sends me a fake smile from across the chalk. “You know, we were all talking about coming over to your dorm room last night…we were going to throw that thing you put on Russell’s computer right through your window,” Candace says smugly.
“That thing is called a firewall, Candace,” I reply in a low tone.
She wrinkles her nose. “Whatever, geek,” she retorts.
The whistle blows, and one of the Kappa attackers flicks the ball ahead, trying to get it by me using poor stick handling. I easily take possession of the ball, reversing it. Pushing the ball ahead to Babs, I sprint forward so that I can help her out near the striking circle. The Kappas don’t even touch the ball before Babs scoops it ahead to me again.
Entering the D with Babs, I notice the Kappa defender screening her own goalie. Knowing the goalie can’t see me through all that traffic, I immediately search for an opening before taking a shot at the goal. The goalkeeper hardly even moves in the direction of the ball as it flies into the goal. The crowd on the sidelines applauds my goal loudly, but I almost don’t feel good about it because now I have to go back to the centerline and listen to Candace again.
I walk over to the huddle, receiving congratulatory hugs from my teammates as the referee sets up the ball on the centerline again. Lining back up, Candace doesn’t look happy. “Nice goal, psycho,” she says with faux sweetness. “That’s about the only way a girl like you is going to score. Is it true what Russell said about you…that you’re still a virgin?”
My eyes narrow, I will kill him, I think as color flees from my face. Russell must have told her that…said something. When the whistle blows, I don’t move and neither does Candace; we both stand eye to eye, sneering at each other.
Brownie sees what is going on and runs back to pull me away from Candace. “Don’t let her get to you, Evie,” Brownie says, putting her arm around me. “I’ll trade sides with you. You can line up on the other side. We’ll get you the ball so you can score again. They really suck this year.”
I try to shrug it off, “Sure, okay,” I reply, but all I really want to do is just go back to my room and hide for a while.
I switch sides with Brownie, and I am given the ball several more times, scoring on each possession. By half time, it is over. The crowd has dwindled because the Kappas are being shut out seventeen to zero. The referees talk to the captains, and the Kappas agree to forfeit the second half.
Walking over to the sidelines, I pour water into a paper cup. Searching the crowd for Freddie, I can’t find him. He must’ve left before half time. I really can’t blame him because it was an awful game to play, let alone watch. Sipping my water, I hear Candace complaining to Russell about the referees and bad officiating. She’s delusional if she thinks they had any chance of coming back in the second half. Russell doesn’t say anything about the game, but he tries to make her feel better by taking her in his arms and hugging her. A painful ache swells in my chest as I watch them together. I remember what it feels like to be held by him like that, and I have to turn away.
Deciding that I’ve been tortured enough for one day, I look around for Brownie and Buns. I want to let them know I’m ready to leave, but I pause and bring my hand to my abdomen when a small, fluttering sensation tickles me. Dropping the paper cup, I search around for any sign of Reed while the sensation grows steadily. Within a few heartbeats, I see him walking toward the field from the parking lot near the field house.
Seeing Reed again causes me to have tunnel vision; I forget everything else around me except him. Awash with excitement and the anxiety of a new relationship, my feet leave a snail-like pattern in the dewy grass as I move toward him. All the anger and embarrassment of the past couple hours melts away as I pick up my pace, running the last few steps to meet him. Wrapping my arms around his waist, I rest my face against his chest.
“Reed,” I breathe softly, “you’re back…I missed you.”
 
 



CHAPTER 15
LIGHT AND SHADOW
A SLOW, SEXY smile travels all the way to Reed’s eyes as he hugs me to him. Leaning close to my ear, he murmurs, “I missed you, too,” like he is telling me a secret that only we share. My heart beats harder with happiness while my cheeks flood with color. “Did I miss your game?” he asks me with disappointment in his tone, looking over at the field.
I give a little shrug, “You probably would’ve made the second half, but the Kappas had to forfeit—it was a shut out,” I reply, grateful that there’ll be no second half.
“That bad, huh?” he asks me with a quirk of his eyebrow. When I nod, his green eyes sparkle with pleasure. “Did you score?” he asks me interestedly, tucking a piece of my hair behind my ear that has escaped from one of my braids.
“Yes, but everyone scored at least once, so that’s not such a huge accomplishment,” I say honestly, watching him as his smile grows a little bigger.
“Do you have plans now, or can you take a ride with me? We could go to my house for a while,” he asks me softly.
A small laugh resonates from him when I immediately nod my head enthusiastically. Turning around, he keeps one arm around my shoulder as we walk to his car. I spy Brownie and Buns watching me leave with Reed, so I wave goodbye to them as we retreat to the parking lot. Reaching his car, he pauses before opening the passenger door to kiss me gently. Feeling breathless and giddy, I wrap my arms around his neck, pulling him closer to me.
“I’m glad you’re back,” I breathe near his ear.
“So am I,” he whispers in return.
Opening my door for me, he waits while I climb into the seat. Walking around to the driver’s side, he gets in, too. Taking my hand, he places a tender kiss on it before releasing it so he can shift the car into gear.
A small frown clouds his eyes as he says, “I am sorry I left you here alone this weekend. I have been worried about you. How have you been?”
“I’m better now that you’re back.” I say evasively, and then ask, “Where did you go? Your note didn’t say.”
“A friend contacted me regarding a military issue he needed help resolving,” Reed says soberly. “I didn’t want to go—I didn’t want to leave you here unprotected, but had I not gone, I would have run the risk of my friend becoming suspicious about what would keep me from a mission,” he says, looking at me pointedly. “I would like to avoid that if at all possible.”
Frowning, I ask, “Why wouldn’t you want your friend to come here?”
Reed scans my face briefly before he answers reluctantly, “My friend is an angel.”
“Ohh…and that’s a problem because?” I trail off, hoping his answer won’t be terrible.
Reed’s frown deepens and his lips thin a little as he says, “Let me be perfectly clear about this, Evie. Just because he is not a fallen angel, that does not make him safe to you. Do not confuse our nature with that of a greeting card angel. We are warriors, lethal predators, and in many ways, our time here on Earth has taught us self-preservation, and in some cases, self indulgence as well. Zephyr would most certainly recognize what you are, and I would rather not kill him if I can avoid it,” he says evenly.
“You’re sure that he—um, that Zephyr—would try to hurt me?” I ask sadly, thinking that if Reed is afraid to trust his friend to be near me, to know that I exist, then we have some serious issues to discuss.
“I don’t know. As I said before, we are jealous creatures, and there is any number of things that he could object to where you’re concerned. You elicit extreme emotion, and I don’t know if he would interpret you as a threat, or something else,” he says.
Studying him for a moment, I can tell that he has thought a lot about this. My eyes narrow as I wonder aloud, “If not a threat, then what?”
Reed’s voice is a little stiff when he replies, “Perhaps he would be drawn to you as well.”
My eyes widen. “Oh, you mean I might give him butterflies, too?” I ask, doubtfully.
“Yes,” he says gravely.
“And that thought bothers you?” I ask him in surprise.
“Yes,” he says, watching the road ahead.
I sigh heavily as I ask, “Reed, why would you choose to help me over your friend—your ally?” I still don’t really understand just how I’ve won him as my champion. I’m a half-breed and he’s, well, a perfect being.
Reed’s frown deepens as he says quietly, “You are my responsibility now, and I will protect you.”
My heart sinks a little as I mutter, “You make me sound like I’m an obligation.”
“You are alone, and you are fragile,” he murmurs, gazing at me as he drives through town.
“Kittens are fragile. I’m a woman…um, an angel…thing,” I end uncertainly.
Reed tries to suppress the smile that is forming on the corners of his lips as he says, “You are kittenish compared to us—as any angel would be at your age. That’s why I want to hide you—at least until you grow stronger.”
“Is that why you didn’t call me all weekend, so your friend wouldn’t overhear you talking to me?” I ask him, suddenly understanding that he was protecting me by not calling me.
“Yes…I did listen to the message you left me a few times. I liked it. Next time, leave a longer message and tell me about your day or, I don’t know, anything. I like hearing your voice,” Reed admits.
“Okay,” I say, smiling, “if you promise that the next time you leave me a note, there will be at least one endearment in it because I don’t count ‘Dear Evie’ as an endearment.”
“You didn’t like my note?” he asks.
“No, I didn’t. It was lame,” I say with a little pout.
“It was lame? What should it have said?” he asks in amusement, while regarding my demeanor.
“Hmm, let me think…Dear Evie, whom I adore passionately, I promise to be back as soon as possible because I’ll miss you too much to be gone long. In fact, I can’t possibly leave without you, so I’ll see you when you get here,” I finish, smiling coyly at him. Reed’s eyes turn a deeper green while he watches me explain the note I want him to write to me.
“I left you that brief note because I didn’t want to pressure you,” he says softly. “I know that you must have feelings for Russell—how could you not? He is your soul mate. I am not really sure where I stand with you. But I liked your voice message, and I would not mind if you chose to greet me the way that you did at the field again.”
“You’re asking me where you stand…with me?” I ask as we ride up the well manicure driveway to his home.
“Only if you’re ready to talk about it,” he says gently.
I listen to his even breathing for a moment, trying to collect all of the splintered fragments that make up such a complex being—so that I can try to explain to him what he is to me. A blush creeps over my cheeks as I say in a breathless voice, “You’re what I want. No other angel, or man, will ever stand above you in my esteem, in my regard, or in my love.”
I don’t think Reed was at all prepared for what I had just said to him. We haven’t quite reached the circular drive in front of his house when he applies the break and the car rolls to a gentle stop. He isn’t looking at me; rather, he’s staring out of the windshield at the darkening sky. “But, I was sure that you and Russell…that it is meant…that you and he—” Reed begins, but I interrupt him.
“No. I told Russell this weekend that you are what I want,” I explain, attempting to read what he’s thinking.
Reed, stiffening as if he’s angry, says firmly, “Evie, you don’t have to do this. I will protect you regardless of who you choose to be with. You need not fear that you will lose me as a guardian if you and Russell…”
My eyes widen as I realize he doesn’t believe me. “Reed,” I explain quickly, “I love Russell. I have a feeling that I’ve always loved Russell, and that I’ll always love Russell. But it doesn’t matter anymore how I feel about him because all of that is obscured now. You outshine everything, and I find that I only want to be with you.”
In an instant, Reed cuts the engine of the car and disappears from the driver’s seat. A half a second later, I jump, startling as my door opens.
With an apologetic grimace, he says, “Sorry,” while unbuckling my seatbelt and lifting me out of the car in one fluid motion.
In less than a second, we’re at the front door of the house; mere fractions after that, I’m in a room I haven’t been in yet. It’s a spacious bedroom, probably the master bedroom by the look of it. Reed sets me on my feet by the door, and I creep forward into his room. Gazing around me avidly, there is an enormous bed centered against the far wall. The other walls are lined with oil paintings in guided frames. There are also polished, gleaming bookshelves with row upon row of leather-bound books—probably works of art in their own right.
“Your room?” I ask, turning back to him where he stands leaning against the closed bedroom door watching me.
“Yes,” he replies. “I want to show you something.”
“You do?” I ask, smiling as I wander over to the bedside table.
My eyes roam lightly over an intricately carved statue that stands no higher than a foot tall. I pick it up, studying it. Allowing my fingertips to trace over the smooth, ash-white surface, I marvel at the detail and delicate lines of the lissome woman in repose on a Grecian chaise. She looks like a goddess, and there is something really familiar about the piece—the dress the woman wears in particular. As I focus on the statue’s face, recognition dawns me. It’s me! This is a carved statue of me.
“This is the dress I wore to sit for the portrait Mr. MacKinnon is doing!” I whisper.
“Do you like it?” Reed asks from just behind me.
“It’s beautiful. Did you do this?” I ask in awe that he can produce such magic out of a piece of stone.
“Yes,” he replies softly.
“I didn’t know that you’re an artist!” I exclaim, studying the delicately carved figure.
“I haven’t done anything in a while until recently…I was inspired,” he says with a stunning smile that makes my hands feel shaky.
I gently set the statue down and content myself with just looking at it from where it is on the table. Noticing another one next to it, I can’t help picking it up. This one resembles me as well, but this time in a field hockey uniform. My marble likeness is frozen in an aggressive pose on the brink of smacking the ball with my stick; the likeness is uncanny.
I study it for a moment, and then I ask, “Those statues, the ones in the library, the one you crushed when I was here before, you did those, too?”
“Yes,” he says, and I can tell he is remembering the day I had hurt my knee.
“The one you broke was of an angel. Was she a friend of yours?” I ask, smiling over my shoulder at him.
“Evie, do you miss anything?” he asks. He embraces me from behind, his arms wrapping around my waist.
I place his work gently back on the polished table before I twist in his arms. Pressing my ear to his chest, I listen to his heartbeat pulse a driving rhythm in my ear. No,” I say breathlessly.
Reed gently pushes me away from him as he says softly, “Evie…I brought you here to show you something. Something you need to see before you can make any decisions about what it is you think you want.”
“What do you want to show me?” I ask with a puzzled expression as he backs a few steps away from me.
Reed’s eyes are dark and watchful as his hand reaches up to his crisp, white shirt, slowly unthreading a button through the eyelet. Heat creeps into my cheeks as each button exposes more of his perfect chest and torso. When his shirt lies loose, he pauses to gauge my reaction. I didn’t really know that I’d moved closer to him, so it is a surprise to me when my fingertips graze his bare chest. His skin is smooth and perfect, lacking the imperfections of human flesh. With every centimeter of his skin I touch, my heart races a mile. As my hands travels upward under his shirt, I lift it off of his shoulders, sliding it down his arms and letting it fall to the floor.
This is where some of my courage begins to desert me. Apprehension enters Reed’s eyes as the sound of popping and crunching bone resonates from behind him. My eyes widen, seeing a mass of charcoal-hued feathers rising from behind his broad shoulders and continuing to arch well past his neck to about midway behind his head. The raspy sound of my shallow breathing echoes in my ears while his wings retract into a resting position. He hasn’t unfolded them fully so I have no idea just how far they can expand.
I am vaguely aware of my fingernails digging into the palms of my hand as I breathe only one word, “Oh!”
I back away from him a few steps before coming up against the edge of his bed. My knees buckle, and I half fall down on it, catching myself to rest on my elbows. It’s as if time has slowed down or maybe it just doesn’t exist anymore as I focus all of my attention on the creature in front of me. Staring at Reed, I think that maybe it hasn’t been too long since my transition into adulthood—and the subsequent abandoning of a world where things like this are possible—because being thrust over the threshold into this uncanny reality isn’t as terrifying as it should be. Slowly, so as not to break the spell of this moment, I climb off his bed. I creep forward tentatively, feeling his perfect, predatory eyes tracking every nuance of my movement toward him.
Reaching out, I trace the line of his clavicle to his left shoulder, circling around him and feeling his iron-strong contours play beneath my fingers. My fingertips slip from his shoulder to his charcoal-colored wing; they skim down the strong, downy appendage, feeling its silky texture. His wings nearly reach to the floor and are pointed, like that of a falcon. Lifting my hand, I place it upon his other wing, continuing slowly around the back of Reed like a ring to his Saturn. When I am before him again, my arms reach up, circling behind his neck.
“You’re magnificent,” I breathe, touching his hair gently. “Can you move them?” I ask, wanting to see the graceful limbs demonstrate their power.
Reed nods, his eyes never leaving my face. Extending his wings quickly, they make a snapping sound like a sheet being shaken out. The edges of his wings spread wide, causing the feathers to serrate to sharp points.
My eyes soften as I ask, “They’re lovely. When do I get mine?”
Reed’s eyes soften, too. “You’re not frightened of me?” he asks me in a perplexed tone.
With his dappled, charcoal wings towering around me, I say honestly, “A little, but it’s really more thrilling than frightening. How do they fit inside you? They’re huge! I mean, is it uncomfortable to pack them away…because I don’t get how they go in and out like that…does it hurt? What’s it like to fly? How did you learn to use them…did you just know instinctually, or was there, like, a flight school?” I stop talking when Reed bends down and kisses me.
He breaks off the kiss soon after beginning it, to my absolute frustration, to ask, “Why aren’t you afraid of me?”
“I don’t know, maybe it’s because you’re a really good kisser,” I reply, rising up on my tiptoes and trying to start up where we left off in the kiss.
Reed pulls back, just enough to see my face better, and says, “Every human I have ever encountered who has seen my wings is…well…terrified. I have to persuade them that they saw nothing in order to get most of them to stop screaming at me.”
“Oh, well, maybe it’s because I already knew what you are, you see, so I wasn’t very surprised. Anyway, you’re not the scariest thing I saw this weekend,” I reply as an afterthought, before again attempting a continuation of the kiss.
“Pardon me, what did you say?” Reed asks politely, frowning.
My teeth tug at my bottom lip. You idiot! Way to ruin the moment, I think, closing my eyes in a grimace that lends weight to my words.
“Evie, what did you see this weekend?” Reed asks sharply, grasping both my upper arms and frowning down at me.
“I was going to tell you, but I forgot because I was so happy to see you—”
Reed cuts me off by letting go of one of my arms and covering my mouth with his hand. His voice is edgy when he says, “The scariest thing you saw this weekend was…”
He stops speaking and uncovers my mouth so that I can fill in the blank. I quickly tell Reed about going to Coldwater and seeing the shadow man in the parking lot of the coffee shop. When I finish, Reed’s frown is darker.
“Evie, that thing, your ‘shadow man,’ is nothing short of a demon from Sheol wrapped in a human host,” Reed says, looking grave.
My voice is weak as I ask, “A what?”
“When the Fallen are awarded a soul from a human, they take it to Sheol, to the abyss. It gets changed, mutated by them over time. It grows more corrupt, and if it becomes evil enough, they release it so that it may find a human host, someone vulnerable in some way, to possess. To most normal humans, the possessed person can usually go undetected. They never see what it truly is. There are exceptions, but for the most part they wreak their havoc on the world unchallenged by humans. We can see them easily and dispatch them when we come across them.” He pauses to study my face, before he says, “It sensed you, and yet it did not attack you.”
His comment strikes me like a veiled accusation. I pale, stammering, “Well, we were at a coffee shop. Maybe he hadn’t had his first cup of coffee yet…I mean, I rarely start working until I get that first cup of coffee.”
Reed’s lips turn down grimly. “No, Evie, that’s not it…you said his shadow seemed to be looking at you?” he asks me.
I nod, feeling a lump forming in my throat. “So, are you saying that it probably thought that I was one of them—an evil spawn released on the world to destroy it?”
Reed’s eyebrows rise. “No, that is not what I’m saying! Evie, what I’m saying is either it did not realize what you are exactly, and it was puzzled, or it was intimidated by you because you are part angel.”
“You mean, it might’ve thought I could kick its’ butt?” I ask, relaxing a bit.
“Yes, it’s strong—much stronger than you are, but I’m not sure it knew that. Whatever the case was, whether the demon was confused or intimidated, you were lucky. That thing could have eviscerated you without even spilling your coffee,” Reed says slowly, trying to make me see the gravity of the situation. His eyebrows lower dangerously as he points out, “You should not have even been in Coldwater.”
My face is ashen as I say, “I know, I know, I know!” Trudging over to his bed, I sit on the edge of it and hug one of his pillows for comfort, the mocha-silk bolster flattens against me as I say, “I know we talked about the rules you want me to follow; we talked about a lot of things…and I know that I’m different. I saw my knee mend itself, and I understand that you’re an angel and that you told me there are scary monsters, but that doesn’t mean I could actually wrap my head around the dangers of my actions.”
Dropping my eyes from his and worrying the edge of the pillow with my fingers, I continue, “It’s like my brain can’t dwell on the fact that I need to be cautious because there are seriously so many phenomena occurring in my life from day to day that I’m becoming unable to focus on them all. You could say that I was pretty much in denial about scary monsters until I saw the shadow man, but now that I have, I’m totally on board with the rules. You say, ‘no Coldwater,’ and I say, ‘Amen.’”
Flopping back on the bed with my legs still dangling over the edge, I put the pillow over my face to hide. The bed moves under Reed’s weight as he sits next to me, pulling the pillow from my face to ask, “When?”
“Saturday mid-morning,” I reply, staring up at him apologetically.
“Did it follow you?” he asks, staring down at me tensely.
“I don’t know. Freddie was driving. I watched the auxiliary mirror to see if it was chasing us, but I didn’t see anything.” I explain, rising up to lean on my elbows.
“Who is Freddie? What did you tell him?” he wants to know.
“He’s just a student—my friend—and I didn’t tell him anything. He didn’t seem to notice that anything was wrong,” I reply quickly.
“You had better start from the beginning of the weekend and try not to leave anything out.” Reed sighs, lying down on the bed next to me on top of his wings. His arm stretches up to drape across his eyes, like he’s weary of my explanations already.
I start from the point that I had found his note on my window. I am brief when explaining the party at the Delt house. I tell him Buns and Brownie had invited me to go with them as my reason for being there. I don’t want to explain the plot to swipe the composite because I’m afraid that our plan might fall under the heading of “nothing dangerous.”
I am very nonspecific about my conversation with Russell as well. It isn’t because I don’t want Reed to know about it—I believe he deserves to know the specifics of what occurred between Russell and me. It’s just that I’m still emotionally raw over what happened and I can’t trust myself not to cry if I tell him everything.
When I end, I study Reed’s face to see how he’s reacting to what I had told him. He’s in much the same position that he had been in when I had started. His arm shields his eyes from me so that I can’t see what he’s thinking. At his continued silence, my mind races, and I begin to understand what I’ve done. Panic slithers icily through my veins, and I feel sick.
“I’m dead…aren’t I?” I ask Reed in a near whisper. “All I had going for me was the fact that no one knew I was here. That was my advantage, and now it’s gone.”
Reed’s arm falls away from his eyes, and he frowns. “No, Evie,” Reed says gently, “it will be okay—there are other advantages.”
“What else is there?” I ask him bluntly, feeling anxious and scared.
“There is you and there is me…you are cunning and courageous. Soon you will be strong enough to face your shadow man and defeat him. Until then, you have me,” he says, which makes my throat burn with unshed tears.
“I’m sorry,” I rasp, feeling guilty and horrible.
Reed’s hand reaches out to cup my chin, lifting my eyes to his, he says, “I’m sorry, too…I should never have left you alone. I should have made you see the importance of what I was saying. You would never have been there without me if I had not made the wrong decision.” His jaw is tight as he adds, “The problem I am facing with you is that you are so unorthodox that it is difficult to predict what you will do next. That is a great asset to protect you against your enemies because it makes you formless, but it also makes protecting you difficult for me as well,” Reed says, his expression pained.
“Reed, I’m a logistical and tactical nightmare. You can’t be in two places at once. Stop making this about anyone else’s bad judgment but mine,” I say grimly, and as an exclamation point to my statement, my stomach growls loudly.
Reed’s eyes narrow suspiciously, “When did you last eat?” he asks.
“Breakfast I think,” I reply, but don’t tell him I barely ate then because the smashed firewall made me lose my appetite.
“Evie!” Reed says sternly. “You need to eat. You should take better care of yourself,” Reed says, getting up off the bed.
I replace the pillow I had taken from his bed. Looking up at Reed again, my mouth falls open because his wings are no longer visible. “How did you?” I ask, gazing fixedly at his back while he shrugs into a new t-shirt that I never saw him move to get.
His smile is heart stopping, making me forget what I am saying. Looking down so that I can try to remember what I’m doing, I realize that I’m still in my grubby hockey uniform and cleats. I smile self-effacingly, saying, “I hope Andre has leftovers in the refrigerator because I’m not dressed for dinner.”
“I gave Andre the weekend off since I was not here. I’m sure we can manage in the kitchen if that is more appealing than dining out,” Reed says.
“Whatever you have I’m sure is fine,” I reply.
At a more sedate pace than when we arrived, Reed leads me out into the hallway. We pass several doors in the corridor leading to the staircase. I want to peek in at each one to see what lies beyond the doors, but my stomach growls again, and I resign myself to asking for a tour of the house later. When we arrive in the kitchen, Reed has to show me where the refrigerator is housed because the sleek cabinetry artfully hides it. I rummage through the refrigerator and freezer until I spot something divine.
“Reed! You have frozen mac and cheese!” I grin at him, pulling out the familiar orange box with black lettering from the freezer.
“Is that good?” he asks me with a skeptical expression.
My eyebrows rise, “You’ve never had it?” I ask him.
“No, I don’t think so…it must be something Andre enjoys,” he says, studying the box suspiciously.
“Reed, you haven’t lived!” I say enthusiastically. “Where’s the microwave?” I ask, looking around for the appliance so I can cook it.
After Reed points it out to me, I get to work preparing the mac and cheese. Reed, watching my every move, helps me locate a bowl. Using a fork, I stir the creamy, piping-hot macaroni, and then I scoop a little bit out. Blowing on it softly to cool it, I cup my hand under the fork so that I won’t drop any.
I bring the fork to Reed’s mouth, saying, “Taste this!” Reed never takes his eyes from mine as he allows me to feed him the mac and cheese from my fork. “What do you think…it’s good, huh?” I ask, realizing now that the act of feeding him is so sensual that I want to do it again.
“Delicious,” he replies in a sultry tone that makes me almost drop the fork “May I?” Reed asks, taking the fork from my hand. He scoops up some mac and cheese and blows on it as I had done. Holding the fork near my mouth, my heart nearly separates from my chest as I let him feed it to me.
“Mmmm,” I smile, “almost as good as Twinkies,” I murmur.
I retrieve another fork from the drawer, before hopping up onto the counter to sit next to the bowl of mac and cheese. Reed grins as I pat the counter on the other side of the bowl. He follows my lead and sits next to me, using his fork to get another bite of macaroni for himself. We eat together in companionable silence. I keep stealing glances at him whenever I can’t resist any longer.
“What’s our next move, Reed?” I ask as we finish the macaroni.
“I want you to stay here tonight,” he says, watching me for my reaction. “I will give you a bedroom to sleep in near mine.”
He wants to torture me for breaking the rules. I begin to squirm a bit, imagining sleeping so near to him, feeling the butterflies all night long and having to resist the pull of our attraction.
Resting my fork in the empty bowl, I ask, “Is that such a good idea?”
Reed nods. “I have to make sure your shadow man is not waiting for you. I’ll go and do a sweep of the area and your room,” he says, putting his fork in the bowl and hopping down from the counter.
“Wait!” I all but shout at him. “You can’t! What if he is there? He is really creepy and you could get hurt—I’m coming with you,” I finish, jumping down off the counter.
In the next second, I’m right back up upon the counter, seated as if I hadn’t moved at all. Reed’s hands rest loosely on my waist while he stares into my eyes with a smile that could melt ice. “No, you’ll stay here,” he says firmly.
“It’s freaky how fast you can move,” I say breathlessly.
“Is it?” he asks with a sublime smile.
“You know it is,” I reply.
His tries to suppress his smile, “Speed is an asset when one is hunting shadow men,” he replies.
“But what if he really is out there,” I reason, touching Reed’s hair gently.
“He is really out there,” Reed replies. “You saw him.”
I pale as I whisper, “Yeah, I saw him.”
“And if it followed you, I will find it,” he replies with a menacing look that I know isn’t directed at me.
Panic increases my need to keep him here, so I ask, “Won’t that just release the evil soul from the body? It could then return to Hell…uh, Sheol, couldn’t it?” I try to think about what that might mean for me if its evil soul makes it back to Hell and is able to report what it has seen.
“Yes, but I have no choice. I cannot have it stalking you,” Reed answers grimly. Reed’s fingertips brush my cheek. “Evie, it is okay. There is no way a shadow man can hurt me. He is almost as weak as you are,” he says, trying to reassure me.
“Gee, thanks Reed, that makes me feel sooo much better,” I say sarcastically, and he laughs delightedly at my sullen expression.
As I frown at him, Reed’s smile turns sultry. “You are so beautiful, you make me want to forget my duty and give in to your every whim,” he says softly while his cheek grazes mine. “But, really, Evie, it is not even a challenge to dispatch the shadow man if it is around. So, I will show you to your room and you can relax while I go and take care of a few things.”
I can hardly think, let alone argue with Reed as he helps me off the counter. Then, he leads me upstairs to the room next to the one that I know to be his. He opens the door and I let out a deep sigh because it is so lovely. A beautiful wrought iron headboard graces the bed, which is covered with a snowy-white comforter and large, sumptuous pillows. Dark hardwood floors are adorned with thick, white rugs. Glass-fronted bookshelves containing art as well as books make a library of one wall. The huge bathroom attached to the room only makes the suite more splendid. It has every amenity ever conceived for a bathroom, including a spa tub with separate spa shower, heat lamps, heated towel racks, beautiful sinks with scented soaps, and bath salts.
Looking around in wonder, I whisper, “This is the nicest bathroom I’ve ever been in.”
“I’m glad you like it,” Reed says as his eyes soften. “There are towels here, and there are robes there in case you need them,” he says, opening doors to the linen closets. We return to the bedroom, and Reed shows me the cabinet that houses the TV and the mini bar.
Trying to delay Reed’s departure, I say, “You don’t have to go now. We could watch some TV.”
Reed smiles and pulls me into his arms. Kissing the top of my head, he says, “I will be fine, Evie. Relax.”
His assurance does nothing to relieve the panic rushing through me. I wrap my arms around the back of his neck while standing on my tiptoes. Touching my lips to his, it is like tinder; all of the passion I’ve been holding back since I saw him at the field slowly emerges and catches fire. I’m not sure of how long we were locked in each other’s arms, but Reed groans before he gently pulls away from me.
Opening my eyes, I whisper in his ear, “Now you have incentive to be careful.”
“No, now I have incentive to kill him quickly,” Reed whispers back, then the wind stirs my hair, and without my seeing him leave, he is gone.
**
Relax…I think as I lounge in the huge bathtub in the beautiful bathroom. I unbraid my hair and wash it before lying back to soak in the tub. I should be enjoying this, but I’m not; I’m worrying about Reed. I give up trying to relax and use my toe to push down the lever to engage the drain. Wrapping myself in a large, silk robe I find in the closet, I walk into the bedroom.
The room is warm—balmy from an Indian summer. I push back the wispy, white curtains at the window next to the bed and open it, letting a soft breeze dance over my skin. As I gaze at the autumn moon, I think of Reed out there alone—casting his swift, predatory shadow from above while hunting an even darker prey. Turning away from the window, I search for a distraction—maybe some TV would help. Locating the remote, I switch it on and sit on the bed, but I can’t focus. I just keep waiting to feel fluttering in my stomach to alert me that Reed has returned. Lying back against the pillows of the bed, I close my eyes to see if that will help me feel him.
I must’ve fallen asleep because when my eyes open, the first sign of dawn’s light comes shining through the long, white curtains. I stir in the big bed, feeling fluttering in my stomach. My eyes search for Reed, finding him just inside the door, leaning against the wall, watching me with a strange look on his face. Smiling sleepily at him, I sit up, rubbing my eyes, but when I pull my hand back from my face, a shower of red floats past my line of sight. I look down in confusion to see what it is and discover rose petals, in the deepest shade of red, blanketing the bed.
With a half-smile, thinking it is a supremely romantic gesture, I ask Reed, “Did you do this?”
My lazy smile falters when Reed shakes his head no; it dissipates completely when I read his grim expression. Pulling back the blanket, I try not to disturb the petals as I get out of bed. Tightening the belt on my borrowed robe, I walk to where Reed is standing statue-still. From the vantage point by the doorway, it’s clear that the roses haven’t been arranged haphazardly; rather, they’re strewn in an intricate pattern. It’s as if a cold draft is blowing across my skin as I easily recognize the shape of a circle and infinity sign entwined.
My voice is tight as I again ask, “You didn’t do this?” He shakes his head slowly, still staring at the bed. “If you didn’t do this, then who?” I ask him, hoping he has an answer. Using his index finger, he points up and my heart begins beating wildly in my chest. “Someone was here—another angel?” I ask.
“Yes,” Reed affirms grimly, and all of the hair rises on my arms. “It was probably a Reaper angel or a Virtue angel…they’re duty isn’t to kill, that’s what Power angels do.”
“Are you a Power angel?” I ask him.
“I am,” Reed nods. Then, in a deadly calm voice, Reed asks, “What haven’t you told me, Evie?”
My mouth goes dry, “Um, what do you mean?’ I hedge.
“What don’t I know about you?” he asks in the same voice.
“Let me think?” I say, looking up, “Well, I told you I was having nightmares, right?” I ask.
“You did. Can you connect them in any way to this symbol?” he asks.
“Sort of…” I say tentatively, while seeing his jaw tighten.
“Explain,” he says in a low tone.
“Um, well…that symbol you see there—on the bed—it’s always in my dream.”
His eyes narrow. “How so?” he asks calmly.
“Uh, well, in my dream, there is this necklace with this symbol on it—circle and infinity—and I’m trying to hold onto it.”
“A necklace? Have you seen it before? Is it yours?” he asks me in rapid-fire succession.
“Yeah, I’ve seen it recently,” I say sheepishly.
“Where?” he asks me, looking truly grim now as if he knows the answer to his question.
“On Russell,” I murmur.
Reed grows very pale as all emotion flees from his face. Quickly, I rush into an explanation regarding what Russell had told me about his necklace, Russell’s Paradox, and how his family treated it like a joke.
When I finish, Reed asks stiffly, “Why didn’t you tell me this sooner?”
Unease rattles through me like a penny rolling down a staircase. “I didn’t know it was important—what do you think it means?” I ask him worriedly.
Reed frowns, but only says, “You should get dressed. I brought some of your clothes back from your room.” With a gesture of his hand, he indicates the bag that had been dropped just outside the bedroom door. Then, he is gone.
I retrieve my clothing from the hall and think about Reed’s reaction to the roses left on the bed. He seems more upset about it than I am. Maybe it’s because I’m more immune to the symbol, since I’ve been dreaming it for months; but the pain that I saw in his eyes worries me. He must think that he knows what it means, and he isn’t completely thrilled about it.
After I change, fix my hair, and brush my teeth, I put my hockey uniform back in the bag. Finding the wastepaper basket, I manage to pick up all of the petals before I make the bed, and then I head downstairs in search of my angel. I find Reed in the kitchen, sitting at the table waiting for me. He rises, pulling out a chair for me to sit in. After seating himself, he passes me a tray of French toast. I serve myself as he pours me a glass of orange juice. I study his face to see if his mood has lightened at all. It hasn’t; he can hardly look at me. That’s a bad sign…
Unwilling to dive right in on theories, I ask in a sanguine tone, “How did it go last night?”
He doesn’t look at me as he replies, “Badly, I didn’t find it.”
“You didn’t see the shadow man?” I ask, needing to verify what I think he means.
“No sign of it. I checked the campus too, just to make sure it was not lurking somewhere nearby,” he says, pushing his food around on his plate.
“That’s a good thing, right?” I ask, putting my hand on his gently.
He pulls his hand back from mine to grasp his glass of juice, but he doesn’t drink it, he just holds the glass rigidly. Alarm bells go off in my head. He’s really upset.
Sighing, I ask, “Okay, what do you think it means?”
He is still for a while, and I think he isn’t going to answer me, but then he says in a quiet tone, “I think it means that you are meant for Russell.”
“What!” I explode at him; utterly in shock at the conclusion he has come to. “How did you get that from a bed of rose petals?”
Reed’s lips turn down grimly, before he explains, “You said Russell wears those symbols around his neck, the circle and the infinity. They are symbolic of him. Roses are a symbol of love, and they were strewn all over you,” he says almost resentful. “If you look at it another way, it could be seen like this: the circle to represent Russell’s Paradox, a vicious circle. But what if you are the paradox that belongs to Russell…for infinity, which is eternity. His necklace would really be saying Russell and Evie for eternity…and so would the bed of roses.” His jaw is so tight now that I doubt that he is capable of saying another word.
“You’re wrong—I know you are because I wouldn’t feel this way about you if I was meant to be with him. I crave you. I burn for you,” I say as honestly as I can, even when sharing such emotion with him is embarrassing. I want to make him see that his theory is off somehow.
Reed’s expression darkens. “It is probably a survival trait. Angels will be attracted to you so that we don’t actually destroy you,” he replies in disgust.
“You don’t know that, since I’ve never met another angel, and that still doesn’t explain why I’m attracted to you. The symbol may be about Russell, I’ll give you that, but the rose thing is a stretch,” I reason with him, hoping I can make him see that he’s jumping to conclusions.
Still not looking at me, Reed says, “Finish your breakfast, Evie.”
“I am finished,” I reply, trying to keep the desperation from my voice. He’s being ridiculous, but he obviously believes what he’s saying.
The drive back to campus is a quiet one filled with tension and brooding stares. When we arrive at my dormitory, Reed parks the car in the back. Turning toward Reed to kiss him goodbye, he stares straight ahead and won’t look at me. I gaze out of the windshield ahead of me. The beautiful, dense maple trees that edged the lot are just beginning to change color from green to vibrant oranges and reds.
“Don’t do this, Reed, you’re wrong…I can feel it,” I say, and my voice sounds pleading, even to me.
Reed’s voice is flat as he says, “I will still protect you, that will never change, but we should not…we cannot…I cannot be your love,” he finishes and he sounds resolved. He believes that I’m intended for Russell and he’ll obey what is ordained for me.
“You can’t be serious,” I say numbly, just above a whisper. “I can’t go through this without you. I love you.”
“Don’t love me. I’m not for you,” he says harshly, gripping the wheel tensely.
“It’s too late. I already do love you and I can’t stop,” I reply sadly with tears filling my eyes.
Reed still won’t look at me as he says, “You will recover as will I. We should avoid each other’s company for a while. I will be nearby if you need me, if the Fallen should come, but given our attraction, it would be best if we do not socialize with one another for a while. It will help us get over each other.”
“I don’t want to get over you,” I whisper.
“You don’t have a choice—I cannot love you,” Reed replies vehemently.
“But, I can’t be with Russell. I can’t be with anyone because I want you. I need you,” I say, trying to rest my hand on his cheek to get him to look at me.
Reed stops me before I can touch him by gently pushing my hand away from him. Color floods my cheeks as I realize that I have resorted to throwing myself at him. I feel shattered and broken inside.
“I see,” I say, understanding that he wants me to leave now. “You don’t have to bother being my bodyguard. Thanks for your help. I guess I’ll take it from here.”
I push my way out of his car. With my world crumbling, I stumble toward my room with tear-blinded eyes. I want to disappear from his sight before I fall apart. I manage to hold back every tear until I make it to my room; that is the only victory over my misery that I’ll have for a long, long while.



CHAPTER 16
FORMAL
I RARELY COME out of my room for the next few days, so I miss all of my classes. Buns and Brownie almost tear the hinges off my door to make me talk to them. I try to explain to them the reasons for my depressed state—why I can’t get out of bed, but it only gets worse when I realize that I have to withhold almost everything from them. I can’t tell them about the shadow man, or angels, or the fact that I’m not a normal person. I can’t tell them that I’m much more than human, or that I’m afraid to go home because I might lure something eerily inhuman home with me. They don’t know that Russell is my soul mate, or that Reed is an angel, or that my life is now one giant question mark.
After an entire box of tissues and incoherent, broken words, all that I can think to tell them is the silly cliché that my boyfriend dumped me. Even without knowing all of my reasons, they somehow seem to understand that I’m really hurting, and they want to help me. The girls postpone the theft of the Delt composite; under the circumstances, they know I can’t go through with it. They spend all of their free time trying to get me to do the essentials, like showering, eating, and going to class. After a few days, I get over my self-helplessness and begin taking care of myself again, and although it’s sort of mechanical, at least I’m making it to my classes.
Hockey practice is the worst, however, because I have to go to the field each night and ignore the fact that Reed is so close. The intense butterflies cause mayhem on my insides, but I can’t talk to him. When I try, he brushes me off like I’m some sort of pathetic, reject ex-girlfriend. He hardly responds to anything I say, and that’s if he gives me a chance to say anything at all, because mostly, he just walks away from me.
I realize quickly that I have to accept his decision because I can’t stalk him, no matter how much I want to. I’m trying every day to accept the fact that I’ve lost him. He was being honest when he said he wouldn’t be my love. He will not.
I know he’s around though, still watching over me, but it’s from afar. I feel him nearby now and then, especially at night. Sometimes, when I’m lying in bed, I feel fluttering in my stomach, and I know he’s checking on me. Maybe he is worried about me, since I have a feeling my heart isn’t singing anymore.
Freddie goes out of his way to try to cheer me up. He meets me outside of some of my classes and studies with me in our special spot in the library. I give him the same story, that Reed dumped me, and he doesn’t question me about it. I can tell he somehow knows that there is more to the story. We still sit at our table for meals, and I never notice if anyone else is around or not.
Contemplating a particularly runny bowl of oatmeal, while sitting next to Freddie, I look up when the chair next to mine is pulled out and occupied by a very large human. Russell is also eyeing my spoon, seeing the oatmeal drip off of it like soup.
“Yer not gonna eat that, are ya, Red?” he asks, wrinkling his nose. I stiffen in my chair. The last thing I want is the reason that I got dumped to come and sit down next to me. “Ya look like hell. Are ya okay?” he asks in a low tone, and I feel surprise and irritation at seeing concern in his brown eyes.
“Haven’t you heard? I probably am from Hell; well, half of me is anyway,” I mumble without much emotion. I see the look that Russell gives Freddie; it’s that guy mind reading thing again. “I’m awesome, Russell, thanks.” I snap, hoping that will be enough reassurance to make him feel his obligation to me is fulfilled and he can just go away.
“Ya don’t look awesome,” Russell observes. “Ya look like ya haven’t slept in weeks…and I saw yer last hockey game. Ya stunk, Red.”
“We still won,” I say dully.
“I’m surprised ya noticed. It looked to me like ya couldn’t have cared less,” he states matter-of-factly. “And that’s not like ya.”
I shrug. “Russell, I’m fine, and I’m sure that you have much better things to do than to eat breakfast with me. Look, there’s Mason, maybe you two can find some computer hardware to go beat on,” I say with sarcasm as I point to the table where Mason is sitting, watching us. “I’ll see you later, Freddie.” I say, getting up from the table.
Russell catches up to me in the hallway outside and walks along next to me until I stop and face him. “What?” I bark.
“That’s it, Red, get mad. That’s the girl I know. I don’t know the other girl who walks around like a ghost,” he says angrily, “The girl who has given up everythin’ that was ever important to her just ‘cuz her boyfriend dumped her.”
“You know nothing!” I retort angrily, “And you’re one to talk. You haven’t even spoken to me since that night at the Delt House. Or, is this how you gloat? Well, go for it, Russell, enjoy it!”
“No, this isn’t how I gloat. This is how I say, I’m sorry!” he yells back at me.
“What are you sorry about?” I shout back, not caring if I draw attention to myself.
“I’m sorry I haven’t been yer friend. I’m sorry I busted the firewall ya bought me…and I’m sorry yer heart got broken,” he replies tightly. My expression must’ve told him that I’m about to cry, because in seconds, my face is pressed to his chest, and he is holding it there with his hand on the back of my neck.
“Ahh, Red, don’t cry,” he says soothingly while I try really hard not to sob in front of all of the people witnessing our fight.
Russell leads me out of the crowded corridor with his arm slung protectively over my shoulder. Moments later, we are outside and hidden behind a wall on the side of the building. I can’t hold my tears in any longer. Russell’s arms go around me as I cry into his chest.
“He’s the stupidest…thing I’ve ever seen,” Russell whispers in my ear, which only makes me cry harder.
When I finally manage to pull myself together, I step back from Russell, using the sleeve of my shirt to wipe my nose and face. It’s colder today. The fall weather is beginning to make its presence known, so I shiver when the wind picks up and blows my hair back.
“I’m sorry, too,” I say simply, because I don’t want to start blubbering again. “Does this mean we can be friends again?”
“Yeah, Red, we can be friends again…but ya gotta take a shower ‘cuz ya look awful,” he says, giving me a cheeky grin. He kisses me on my forehead and gives me a quick hug.
“Thanks, Russell,” I say shakily. My throat still feels raw from crying. “Are you sure our friendship will fly with Candace? I got the impression that she’s not my biggest fan.”
“She’ll deal with it,” he shrugs in apparent unconcern.
“She won’t deal with it well,” I say, knowing that I’m going to be bringing the wrath of Candace down on me.
“Don’t worry about it, Red. I’ll handle Candace,” he smiles.
“I really don’t think anyone ‘handles Candace,’ Russell,” I persist. He just smiles at me indulgently. “I have to get to class. I can’t miss any more if I want to do well. I’ll see you around.”
“Lunch? I’ll see ya at lunch, okay?” he asks me.
“Sure,” I say shakily.
**
So Freddie, Russell, and I begin eating our meals together again, but it isn’t exactly like it was before. Now, Russell and Freddie take turns nagging me about what I eat, or more specifically, what I don’t eat. They also take turns trying to make me laugh, with mixed results.
True to form, Candace has a major melt down over Russell’s friendship with me. She sees us walking together in the hallway, and she throws her books at Russell. Of course, I excuse myself so that he can “deal with Candace,” which I hear from a reliable source (Freddie) takes awhile. Since she eats at her sorority house, Candace doesn’t have many opportunities to dig at me. But whenever I do happen to see her in the union, or in the hallway walking to class, she always mouths the word “psycho” to me. I haven’t told Russell. What would be the point?
I’m getting better at faking being okay. I’m able to look presentable, listen in all of my classes, and get through hockey practices without drifting toward the lacrosse field involuntarily. When Uncle Jim arrives for the Homecoming football game, the instant he steps out of his car, I nearly break down in his arms. I’ve never had to hide my emotions from him. It’s a struggle for me to act like everything’s fine as I pretend to be adjusting to college life well. I take him to the football game, and we both try to figure out what is happening. Afterward, we walk together through campus to the catered event in the quad.
Arriving at the banquet tent, I see that it’s even more lavish than the one at the lake had been. The tent is not only set up for a sumptuous dinner, but there is also a band and a dance floor within the tent. My uncle and I wade through a sea of people, but we manage to make it to the food before it disappears. We find seats among a couple of other families, where we engage in small talk with everyone at the table.
In the dim light of the elegant tent, I glance at my uncle sitting beside me, and the pain in my chest eases for the first time in weeks. I’ve missed him so much. I haven’t been home at all to visit him because I’m afraid to go home–—I’m afraid of the scary things I could unwittingly lure home with me. Don’t think about that now…
I am distracted from the conversation at my table by a familiar laugh coming from a table nearby. Over my shoulder, I glimpse Russell smiling broadly at someone. He had taken a quick shower after the homecoming game and is now the center of attention, along with Candace, at her table.
“Who’s that?” my Uncle Jim whispers in my ear, following my line of sight to Russell.
“Oh, that’s my friend, Russell. I think I emailed you about him a couple of times,” I say, looking in my uncle’s warm eyes, which are searching mine. “You fixed his computer, remember?”
My uncle nods slowly, studying Russell at the other table. “Is he why you’re so sad, Eaves?” Uncle Jim asks me, intuitively picking up on my emotional state.
My fake smile wavers a little. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say evasively. “I’m completely geeked that you’re here, and Russell is my really good friend.”
“Hmm. If you say so, pal,” he says, but I can tell he isn’t buying it at all. “Boys sometimes don’t know a good thing when they see it. Just remember that you’re special. I think you’re the most wonderful person at this school.” My eyes fill up with tears then, because he has no idea just how special I am, but I know that, despite it all, I can always count on his love. Seeing my tears, he hugs me to his shoulder tightly. “It will be all right,” he says reassuringly, and I nod at his words, even though I can’t see how anything will ever be all right again.
It is starting to get late, and since Uncle Jim has to drive a few hours home, we decide it is time for us to walk back to my dormitory. I hold his hand as we walk toward the front of the tent, and when we are about midway there, I feel butterflies taking flight in my abdomen, which is now usually accompanied by a tight, constricting pain near my heart whenever I feel it. Keeping my head down so that I don’t have to see Reed’s beautiful face ignore me like I don’t exist, I keep walking behind my uncle, wishing that this pain will end soon because it’s getting hard to breathe.
“Genevieve,” Reed’s voice says ahead of me.
Glancing up, my eyes widen in surprise, hearing Reed speak to me after weeks of nothing at all. He’s standing near the entrance of the tent, just a short distance away. His face is unreadable, so I can’t tell how he feels about seeing me here. If the past weeks are any indication, I’m sure Reed won’t mind too much if I just keep walking. But Uncle Jim notices that Reed said my name, so he pauses in front of Reed politely, allowing me the opportunity to speak to him.
Summoning some of the pride I have left, I square my shoulders and try to smile at my uncle, who waits for an introduction to the young man in front of him. “Hi, Reed,” I say softly, feeling some pride in myself when my voice doesn’t break or crack. “How are you?” I ask him, trying to act as normal as possible.
“I’m well, and you?” he inquires, and I can tell he is reading every signal that my body language is giving off.
He is attuned to those kinds of signals, so I’m probably not fooling him at all, but I’m sure that he’d prefer lies to the truth, so I reply, “I’m good. Please let me introduce you to my uncle, Jim Claremont.” I turn toward my uncle and continue, “Uncle Jim, this is Reed Wellington, he’s my…” my brain stutters to a halt.
My what? My love? My friend? My angel? I think sadly. I feel myself blushing before I think of a title that fits and say, “He’s my TA…for physics.” The pain of that cheap title makes my heart constrict again, but I plaster a fake smile on my face to cover it.
“It is a pleasure to meet you, sir,” Reed says, extending his hand to Uncle Jim.
“Likewise, Reed,” Uncle Jim says warmly as Reed studies my uncle curiously.
I wonder if Reed can see any resemblance between Uncle Jim and me, I think as they converse briefly about Crestwood. Reed must be doing something official for the school because he is dressed in a dark suit that probably cost more than my entire wardrobe.
“Physics, huh?” Uncle Jim says, while looking at me. “How’s that working out for you, Eaves?” he asks, smiling at me proudly.
“Oh, you know…I had a few problems at first that Reed was able to help me with, but I think I’m getting the hang of it now, so everyone can relax. I’ll figure it out,” I say and see Reed’s face darken.
Reed hides his frown before my uncle sees it, saying smoothly, “You know that I am always available if you are in danger of falling behind. I can help you work out the problem.”
“Oh, well, that’s very kind of you, Reed. You’re such an angel, I don’t know what I’d do without you around,” I say stiffly.
“You could always try solving one of those mathematical paradoxes,” he replies, before his jaw tightens.
“No, my heart is just not into that. I don’t want to bring that into my nightmare schedule,” I reply sadly. “It was good seeing you. If you will excuse us, my uncle and I are on our way out. Enjoy your evening.”
I think I really touched a nerve in Reed because he seems to want to say something else as his eyes argue with mine, but after a few seconds, he nods while he says, “Of course. Goodnight, Genevieve.”
Uncle Jim and I leave the tent, walking the short distance back to my dormitory together. I have to struggle to keep my sorrow locked inside of me, so that I won’t cry on his shoulder. Hugging me tightly, Uncle Jim tells me that he loves me. Watching him pull away, I desperately want to go with him, to escape from Crestwood and pretend that this has all been just a bad dream…pretend that my life is something that I can wake up from. But I know I can’t go with him; he is safer with me here. The only way I can protect him from what I am, is to stay away from him as much as possible.
When I finally reach my room, I am completely exhausted. Flinging my heels into my closet, I change my clothes. After brushing my teeth, I crawl into bed without bothering to turn off my lamp. Then, I do what I’ve been doing for a while now. I cry myself to sleep.
**
I have a couple more sittings with Mr. MacKinnon, or should I say Sam, which is what Buns always calls him. I take Buns with me as a chaperone because she insists. I finish changing out of the Grecian dress and hang it back in the closet when Buns says, “Sweetie, Sam’s planning on letting you keep the dress when he’s finished with the portrait!” Buns smiles delightedly. “Isn’t that fantastic?”
My eyebrows rise. “Why? What am I going to do with a dress like that?” I ask her, shaking my head.
“There is a formal coming up at the Delt House. JT was talking about it at the last party,” Buns says significantly, eyeing me with growing speculation.
“Do you want to borrow the dress?” I ask her. I could see Buns in the dress. She’d look stunning.
“No, I was thinking you could wear it to the formal, if there was someone you wanted to go with. JT and I thought maybe we could fix you up with someone.” I must be making a face because she says quickly, “Or you could pick someone. It’ll be so awesome, and you know it won’t be the same without you.”
“Where is it being held?” I ask her conversationally with absolutely no intention of going.
“Not far from here. It’s in Ann Arbor, at some hotel ballroom or other,” Buns replies, while petting my hair, which she does when she’s being motherly.
“Okay, maybe…we’ll see,” I say, trying to think of an excuse not to go. I have several reasons not to go—like big scary monsters that inhabit places like Ann Arbor, but I’m not at liberty to tell Buns this excuse, however valid.
“Sweetie, you can leave it all to me,” she says, almost drunk on the power I’ve given her.
True to form Buns doesn’t waste any time arranging things for me. She sets me up with a junior named Owen, prelaw. She also decides that the portrait dress would be too hard to dance in, due to the train, so she and Brownie order a new dress for me online when they are each getting one for themselves.
Now, I have a decision to make. I can go to the formal and not tell Reed, hoping for the best, or I can tell Reed and see what he says. I deliberate over it for a couple of days, but finally, I am swayed in favor of telling Reed. Memories of the shadow man are still too vivid in my head to just blow off the dangers of leaving town without an escort.
After hockey practice, I tell the girls that I need to find out what the assignment is for physics. Then, I run to catch up to Reed as he walks to his car after practice. I think for a moment that he is going to ignore me completely because he doesn’t stop walking when I call to him. When he makes it to his car, he reluctantly turns and waits for me. I stop several feet from him because it’s less uncomfortable the farther we are from each other.
“I need a chaperone, Reed,” I say, looking off to one side of him so that his perfect face won’t distract me.
“Why?” he asks me stiffly.
“I’ve been invited to the Delt formal, and it’s in Ann Arbor,” I say, raising my chin a notch when I hear him growl.
“No,” he says, turning his back on me like the conversation is now over as he opens up his car door.
“Why not?” I ask him unhappily.
He slowly faces me again. “Because I don’t feel like babysitting you while you play with a bunch of drunken frat boys,” he replies.
The blood rushes to my face as I blush. “Fine,” I mumble, turning to walk away.
I feel awful, like he has just reached into my chest and squeezed the last drop of blood out of my heart. I drag my stick along the ground, swinging it every few steps. The noise that my field hockey stick is making grows louder and louder, sounding like deep soughs in an echoing cave.
Halting, I look around me in confusion because there are other sounds hitting me with painful clarity, too. A basketball being bounced in a driveway several houses away sounds like the echo of a wrecking ball. I instinctively back away from it to protect myself from the noise.
Then, I quickly duck my head as something flies by me with the terrifying clamor of a buzz saw, causing every hair on my arms to stand on end. Looking around wildly, it takes me a second to rationalize that it is a dragonfly making that noise, not a vicious monster.
In the next moment, a grating, feminine voice sounds as if it is shouting through a bullhorn pressed to my ear. I search around me and see a woman talking on her cell phone a hundred yards away. She pushes a stroller toward me with alacrity, and the sound of her voice is becoming unbearable. Turning, I run. I have to escape from here before she blows out my eardrums.
With my head down, I don’t realize that someone is in front of me until I run right into his arms. My head comes up sharply as he holds me to him to steady me. Reed! I think as I continue to cover my ears, but what I really want to do is wrap my arms around him for protection from the chaos.
“I…” I start to say, but I wince because the sound of my voice hurts.
Reed doesn’t speak, but puts his finger to his lips, indicating that I shouldn’t talk. I nod, following him to his car. The crunch of our shoes treading on the gravel in the road is painful. I feel nauseous as if I’m on the deck of a ship that is swaying violently in the current of the sea.
As we arrive at Reed’s car, he opens his door and reaches inside to the glove compartment, extracting a box that contains a set of earplugs. He hands me the earplugs, and I put them in my ears, immediately feeling better. I straighten my posture, only then realizing that I had been hunched over.
“You’re fine, Evie. This is normal because your hearing is improving. Right now, everything will seem like a detuned radio with the volume turned all the way up. It takes a few days for it to even out, and then it won’t hurt you. You should be able to control it after a while. You’ll be able to focus on something you want to hear and tune out the background noise. Wear the earplugs most of the time, but take them out when it’s quiet so that you can practice tuning out the background noise,” he says. I think I see compassion in his face, but I can’t be sure because he’s still very stiff around me.
“Thanks,” I say gratefully. I’m somewhat relieved, at least the pain in my head is gone…it’s only my heart that still feels dead.
“If you have any questions about it over the next few days, you can email me about it,” he says, but I can tell he wants to get away from me.
How very clinical it all is, like I’m his patient. I nod, not trusting my voice. I turn to go, but he stops me.
“When is the formal?” he asks.
“This weekend,” I reply.
“Okay, you can go. I’ll arrange it,” he says grimly.
He’s not happy in the least that he is caving in to the request. I don’t push him, I just nod my head, and it gives me a lot to consider as I walk back to my room.
**
The day of the Delt formal, Buns presents me with the dress she bought for me online. It is a sleeveless, metallic-silver creation that clings to my every curve and hugs my shape. It’s very much like the dress that I wear for the portrait, because it exposes my back, but this dress is much shorter; it stops at my mid-thigh, so it will be interesting when I sit down in it.
“I’m going to be cold,” I complain to Buns, looking at my reflection in the mirror.
“No, sweetie, you’ll be hot,” Buns corrects. “I’ll get you a wrap.”
Brownie applies my makeup. She uses a lot of dark eyeliner and shadow, but the effect is intriguing. It makes my gray eyes seem lighter. I put on earrings that are the same metallic-silver as the dress, and then I sit down on the bed to put on my strappy, silver heels.
Buns and Brownie each have metallic gowns, too. Buns has a soft gold dress, and Brownie’s is a shimmering copper. Each dress is a variation of a flowing, haute-couture gown that also stops mid-thigh like mine. Standing all together, the effect is surprisingly chic. Buns hands me a black clutch purse and a black wrap. I covertly put my earplugs into my clutch. I don’t know if I’m going to need them tonight, since my hearing seems to have leveled out this week, but better safe than sorry.
I’ve been practicing tuning out background noises. It was hard, at first, because I could hear everything from the crickets chirping outside to the mice scurrying around in the basement of the dorm, but I’m managing to get a handle on it. It’s like my brain is expanding so I can accommodate and process more stimuli from the outside world, increasing my awareness of my surroundings. Weird.
“Sweetie, Owen is going to swallow his spleen when he sees you,” Buns says, scrutinizing me with a smug grin that makes me remember that I’m actually going to have to go on a date now.
The Delts are waiting for us in the formal lobby of Yeats when we descend the stairs. Owen, my date for the evening, is handsome in his own right. He is tall, almost as tall as Reed, and his warm brown eyes register surprise when he watches the three of us enter the room. His black suit is tailored to fit like it was created just for him. Paired with a French-cuffed, white dress shirt, silver cuff links, and a silver tie, we have the aura of a well-matched couple. I wonder briefly if Buns has orchestrated that as well.
JT introduces me to Owen, then he turns to Buns, Brownie, and me and says, “Ladies, you’re all dressed for sin, let us see what fresh hell we can make tonight!”
Buns laughs loudly, taking JT’s arm as Owen presents his arm to me. He escorts me to the waiting limousine outside. The trip to Ann Arbor takes less than an hour, and JT, Pete, and Owen tell us amusing stories on the way. Owen is a fairly interesting date, telling me about the first time he met Brownie and Buns during the Delt Wars last year. Somewhere between Crestwood and Ann Arbor, the ice between Owen and me melts, and I start to feel a little less awkward with him. Maybe it’s because he seems genuinely interested in my opinions, or maybe it’s because he’s really quick witted and won’t let JT monopolize all of our attention. By the time we arrive, I feel comfortable being here with Owen.
Holding my hand to help me exit the limousine, Owen tucks my arm securely in his as we walk together to the lobby. Just before entering, my Reed radar goes off, warning me that he is already inside. I knew he intended to come tonight. He’d sent me an email earlier in the week, telling me that he had made the arrangements to be here so I could attend. But, it was Buns who had let me know that Reed was bringing a date. I see them standing together immediately upon entering the wide door that Owen holds open for me.
Reed doesn’t turn around when I enter, and I’m grateful because I’m sure the look on my face would turn him to stone as I scrutinize his date. Buns had done some recon this week, finding out everything she could about Reed’s date, so there wouldn’t be any surprises for me. Her name is Caroline and she’s a junior in the Kappa house. She is my opposite, I think grimly, assessing her attributes. Caroline is petite, maybe 5’1”, and she looks delicate, like she’ll break apart if someone touches her. With her long, blond hair and pale-pink, empress-waist gown, she just screams the word sweet.
Thankfully, I am saved from considering Caroline any further because the booming voice coming from behind me takes all of my attention. “Good Lord, Red! Where’s the rest of yer dress?” Russell asks, only half jokingly when I turn to look at him.
I knew that Russell had been invited tonight as well. We’d talked about it at lunch this week. He was only able to make it because the Chargers had a home game earlier this afternoon. The Delts are interested in Russell as a prospective pledge for next semester, so they invited him to formal as a pre-rush perk.
A smile softens my lips because Russell is extremely handsome in his dark gray suit, white collared dress shirt, and black tie. His broad chest and slim waist make the suit jacket he wears look better than the other designer-suited men here. It’s because it is on such an appealing physique and not because it is expensive or well made.
Candace, standing next to Russell, looks as if she has been sucking on lemons the entire way to Ann Arbor while her eyes rake me from head to foot. The demure, pale-blue dress that she wears is almost floor length. She is very lovely, with her blond hair piled high on her head and cascading diamond earrings sparkling brightly in her lobes, but I can tell that there is something very wrong by the brittle smile on her face.
“The rest of my dress is on layaway. I’ll be able to afford it by next semester,” I say dryly. “You don’t like it?” I ask him, trying to smile.
“Now, I didn’t say that…” he says with heat in his eyes, and to my utter annoyance, something inside of me responds to it.
Candace sees the look Russell gives me, too. Her hands tighten on her clutch, so I hurriedly turn to Owen and say, “Russell and Candace, this is Owen Matthews.
“I already know him, don’t I, Owen?” Candace retorts somewhat rudely.
Owen takes it in stride as he says, “Yeah, we go way back. I think we had a couple of classes together last year. Are you ready to go find our seats, Evie?” Owen asks me with a conspiratorial smile. I nod, grateful for any excuse to get away from Candace.
Entering a private dining room, it is clear right away that most of the couples are already seated. In the confusion, Buns and Brownie are ushered to a separate table from Owen and me. I try not to let my disappointment show as Owen holds a chair for me facing a glass-tiled wall that cascades with water. I don’t allow myself to look around to see where Reed is seated, but I know he is close, really close, judging by the way my stomach is reacting.
After Owen seats himself, he smiles warmly before introducing me to his roommate, Scott, who is dating a sophomore named Chloe. Scott begins to tell Owen and me a funny story about why he and Chloe almost didn’t make it here tonight. But, I stop listening to Scott midway through his tale.
As Reed passes behind my chair, his fingertips graze my skin, trailing a warm, sensual caress across my back. A flush stains my cheeks at the intimate contact, and an airy breath catches in my throat. I close my eyes for a brief moment, savoring the sensation his touch leaves on my bare skin. It is as if every molecule in my body comes to life in an instant. When I open my eyes, the chair on my right side moves, and Reed seats himself next to me. Stealing a glance at Owen on my left, I see him debating the selection of lager on the menu with Scott.
Assuring myself that Owen is occupied for the moment, I whisper to Reed, “What are you doing?”
“Nothing is unconditional, Evie,” Reed says in an equally low tone.
My eyebrows rise in confusion. “What do you mean?” I reply, holding up my menu so no one will see our exchange.
Reed mirrors my action, opening his menu, too. “If your plan is to torture me, then I will not be the only victim,” he says softly.
“Are you accusing me of trying to torture you?” I ask incredulously, still trying to keep my voice low.
Reed’s eyes darken. “Please, don’t act naïve, not in that dress,” his replies.
“It’s just a dress. What’s with you?” I murmur, shaking my head in confusion. “I’m not the one who turned his back on us. That was you. The only strategy I’m employing here is to try to have fun and to be just a normal girl.”
“You are anything but normal,” Reed says, “and as for your date, he is a complete waste of time.”
Owen turns to me then, and asks, “What would you like to drink, sweetheart?”
Reed stiffens in my peripheral vision. Not good.
“Water is fine for now, thanks,” I reply, trying to smile at him. Owen returns my smile warmly before giving the waiter our drink order.
“Why did he call you ‘sweetheart?’” Reed asks me in a low tone filled with menace.
I put my menu back up, pretending to read it, so that I can say, “I don’t know. I just met him. Maybe he likes me.” I shut up completely when Reed’s hand brushes my thigh briefly under the table. The heat from the contact shoots through me like a conflagration.
Lowering my menu, I stare at Reed in confusion for a second, but Russell distracts me; he holds out a chair for Candace to sit in directly across from us. Candace picks up her napkin, snapping it out to place on her lap as she gives me a brittle smile. Russell seats himself beside her, frowning across the table at Reed with equal dislike.
Russell takes off his suit jacket, draping it on the back of his chair. “Reed, I’m surprised to see ya here. I didn’t know yer a Delt,” Russell says antagonistically as his eyes measure the distance between Reed’s chair and my own.
“Hello, Russell,” Reed says in a blasé tone. “I’m not a Delt. I came because a friend asked me to,” he says, gazing at me significantly.
He casually picks his menu back up and begins reading it as if he dines with all of us every night of the week. I study his profile for a moment until I realize that I am staring at him, and then I quickly hold my menu up, trying to read it. The waiter is still making his way around the table, and as he nears Russell, I hear Candace say in a waspish tone, “Russell, I need a drink. Get me a Stoli Raspberry on ice with diet Seven-up, not regular Seven-up and I want a lime in it, but if they don’t have a lime, then I want a lemon.”
“She’s a nightmare,” I murmur under my breath, and Reed laughs quietly next to me. He’d heard my comment and is savoring the fact that Russell has his own issues this evening. I resist the urge to look at Reed again because a part of me is desperate to see him smile.
“What looks good?” Owen asks, smiling at me.
“Mac and cheese,” I reply quietly without thinking, and then glance up at Reed, seeing his green eyes training on me.
“Do they have that on the menu?” Owen laughs, appearing to look for it.
“Probably not. The salmon looks good,” I reply, blushing. “What are you going to get, Owen?” I ask him, trying to cover up the fact that I can hardly breathe as I sip my water and avoid eye contact with the rest of the table.
Managing to regain my composure, I almost lose it again when I see Russell watching me from across the table; his brown eyes hold mine. I try to smile so that the concern I see there will lessen. Candace notices the direction of Russell’s eyes, so she gives me a crocodile smile as she asks, “Evie, wherever did you get that dress? It’s so…you…and not much else.”
“Buns ordered it for me online. It is me, isn’t it?” I ask, not wanting to back down from her thinly veiled insult.
“Your date is really enjoying it,” Reed says under his breath, so that only I can hear him, but I ignore him.
Owen, eyeing me appreciatively, says, “I think it’s perfect.”
“See,” Reed breathes menacingly.
I try to smile back at Owen, but I hear two sets of growls, one from Reed and the other from Russell. “Thank you, Owen,” I reply, but I’m on edge now, waiting for the next shot to be fired at me.
“Caroline, your dress is so pretty, don’t you think so, Reed?” Candace asks from across the table, but her eyes are still on me.
“Yes. Caroline is pretty this evening,” Reed politely agrees with Candace, while his arm comes up to rest casually on the back of my chair. His hand is very near my back and the proximity is making me squirm.
“Pink looks lovely on you, Caroline,” I agree, but it sounds a little strained because I am trying to leverage Reed’s arm off my seat discreetly with my elbow. It doesn’t work; he’s way too strong for that.
“Thank you,” Caroline replies in a bored tone, then she gives me the I-Know-You’re-The-Ex-Girlfriend smirk.
We order our meals, and I make small talk with Owen, Scott, and Chloe, ignoring the rest of the table, but Candace is determined to bring me back into the conversation. “Evie,” Candace smirks, “we were just wondering how long you and Owen have been dating? I’ve never seen you two together.” Her eyes are on me when she asks the question, but then they dart briefly to Caroline.
“This is our first date,” I reply, trying to keep it brief and not give away any details. I treat it like an interrogation because that’s exactly what it is.
“Oh, that’s so sweet, isn’t it, Russell?” Candace asks, giving Russell a toothy smile. “I think that’s so great, Owen. It’s nice to see you dating again,” Candace adds patronizingly as she directs her comment to Owen.
“Thanks,” Owen says, looking at me uncomfortably. Something is going on and everyone seems to know what it is but me. Looking at Russell, he is angry about something because he is glaring at Candace, but she’s ignoring him and acting nonchalant.
“No, really,” Candace says, taking a sip of her Stoli, “it’s just nice that we can all sit at the table together and not feel awkward at all.”
I almost smile, because as I glance around the table, everyone here looks to be feeling completely awkward. Everyone, that is, with the exception of Reed; he’s cool and removed from all of this.
Candace smirks, saying, “You dated Caroline, for what… almost a year, wasn’t it? That must’ve been hard when you two broke up, but now you’re moving on with Evie, and Caroline’s moving on with Reed.” She pauses to look over at Reed, and then at me before she goes on. “Caroline and Reed look so cute together, too…” Candace trails off when she looks over at Russell, seeing the murderous look he is throwing at her.
“Candace, that’s enough,” Russell says softly, and he seems embarrassed to be seated next to her.
Looking down at my plate, my mind races. Is Candace right? Is Reed ‘moving on’ with Caroline? I wonder as a stab of pain sweeps through me, but I realize in the next breath that Candace couldn’t possibly be right. Reed is immortal while Caroline is human and very, very breakable. Whatever they are to each other, he won’t tell her his secrets; it isn’t allowed. He can never share what he is with her, like he has with me. She’ll never know that he is an angel, but all of my rationalizing doesn’t stop me from feeling jealous of every moment that she gets to spend with him.
Owen addresses Candace as he casually puts his arm around my shoulders. “You’re right, it’s not awkward at all,” he lies glibly. “I’m very lucky to have Evie as my date tonight. I plan to make quite a habit of seeing her from now on.”
I smile up at Owen’s face even as my mind still races. So, Owen and Caroline had dated. I wonder if Reed knew that and had asked Caroline tonight as some sort of strategy. What’s he up to? I wonder with my eyes narrowing because this reeks of strategy.
I am grateful that once Candace let me in on our table’s intrigue, she doesn’t have much left in her arsenal. She isn’t getting the reaction from either Owen or me that she wants, and she is frustrated by it. Reed and Russell, on the other hand, are growing more and more surly as the meal progresses. No one is more relieved than I am when Candace, Caroline, and Chloe excuse themselves to go to the bathroom after dinner is finished.
Then, Owen rises from his seat, saying, “Do you want to go to the bar and get a drink? Scott and I want to check the score of the game.”
“Um, I don’t have a fake ID,” I say, smiling sheepishly, “but you should go. I’ll wait for you here.”
“Are you sure?” he smiles. “I can bring you back something.”
“I’m sure, and I have water,” I say, indicating my glass.
“Okay,” he says, “I’ll be back in a second.” He squeezes my shoulder in a gentle caress before he and Scott leave the table.
Looking around, I realize that this leaves me alone with Reed and Russell. I want to escape to Buns’s and Brownie’s table, but I’m afraid of what will happen if I leave Reed and Russell alone together, so I stay. Their dates will be back soon to chaperone them, and then I can leave and find the girls.
“Russell, can I ask you a question about football?” Reed asks, leaning back in his chair as his arm casually hitches around the back of my chair again.
Russell eyes him skeptically and says, “Yeah, sure.”
“It is about the team you played in the game this afternoon. I was wondering why their player didn’t pick up the ball when our team fumbled it in the fourth quarter?” Reed asks distractedly, while playing with a piece of my hair that has spilled over his hand.
Russell thinks about Reed’s question for a minute, seeming confused by it. “What game were ya watchin’ ‘cuz I don’t recall…” Russell trails off, and then he looks at me, and then at Reed again. Frowning, Russell replies, “Oh…that fumble. Well, ya see, the ball rolled out of bounds…so the defense couldn’t just pick it up and run with it. And then, ya should’ve seen the ball, it looked like someone smashed it to pieces,” Russell says in anger.
A strange expression crosses Reed’s face and he is just as short when he replies, “I thought the other team would try to keep the ball and fix it, not give it to the water boy to play with.”
Russell’s eyes narrow dangerously. “They tried fixin’ it, it just takes time,” Russell says curtly. “They have a game plan, and it was bein’ executed. It shouldn’t matter ‘cuz it was the fourth down so the ball won’t go back to the team that fumbled it,” Russell says passionately.
“Hmm, football is an interesting game. You never know what may happen next,” Reed replies casually as his thumb brushes softly up against my shoulder, making me shiver.
“Yer date is on her way back to the table,” Russell says quietly, eyeing Reed’s close proximity to me. “You might want to stop playin’ with Evie’s hair.” Reed sighs heavily, releasing my hair.
Buns’s musical voice replaces the heavy silence at the table. “Wow, I don’t mean to break up the party here, sweetie, but we’re going over to the ballroom to set it off,” Buns says, assessing the table. “This looks about as much fun as a dentist appointment,” she continues, scanning our faces gravely. “Brownie and Pete are already in there. JT is pulling the other guys away from the game as we speak. Unless you’d rather stay here…” Buns trails off as I shoot out of my seat, not giving her an opening to leave me behind.
“No, no…hold up, I’m going with you. I’ll see you guys later. Have fun tonight,” I say to them, linking arms with Buns.
“Wicked, let’s bounce,” Buns says, and then turns to Reed and Russell, “gentlemen, enjoy the rest of the evening with your dates!”
The ballroom is just off the main hotel lobby. I walk with Buns from the restaurant and through an impressive atrium to get to it. Soft lighting from elegant chandeliers make the ballroom appear much more upscale than I had been expecting. We spot Brownie and Pete immediately. Brownie hugs me when she sees me and says she is sorry that I had gotten separated from them. The music starts, so Brownie and Buns drag me out on the dance floor with them.
After a few songs, JT, Pete, and Owen join us. I see Russell on the dance floor with Candace. Russell is…well…Russell is hot. He has a natural grace. He moves his body effortlessly. Just watching him freestyle is amazing. The music slows down, and we all leave the dance floor to get some water. Owen is on his way back from the bar with our drinks when Reed bumps into him. Reed says something to Owen that I try to hear, but I’m having trouble tuning out the music that blares from the speakers. Owen looks a little confused as Reed lifts the water glasses from his hands.
While Reed walks away, Owen passes right by me, heading over to where Caroline is sitting with Candace and Russell. After Owen bends down to whisper in Caroline’s ear, I see her nod. A slow, triumphant expression spreads over Caroline’s face while my date leads her to the dance floor and begins slow dancing with her like they’re lovers.
I frown, watching them as Caroline’s arms wrap tightly around Owen’s neck, like she has been waiting for this moment for a while. Then, I understand what is happening. Reed persuaded Owen to ask Caroline to dance. Pawns, to be manipulated and played…is that what we all are? Is that what I am? Reed has already left the ballroom, so I follow him out, catching up to him near the coatroom. He has just given his ticket to the coat check attendant as I approach him.
“You crossed the line…does that matter to you?” I ask quietly, not looking at him, but raising my chin a bit higher while I watch the attendant search the racks.
“You pushed me over it,” Reed replies, and he is so close his breath tickles my neck. My body reacts to the closeness, but my mind is all fury. “What are you doing with Owen?” Reed asks in frustration.
“Whatever I want to. I’m not a puppet, Reed. I get to choose who I will love and who I will be with—you don’t get to decide,” I try to say this evenly, but anger leaks into my tone.
“You don’t love Owen,” he says as a justification for his actions.
“No. I love you,” I reply in a soft tone. “I’m not a military exercise, Reed. Whatever this is…whatever you’re trying to accomplish, just stop.”
I am about to leave but he holds my arm and says, “You should be with Russell.”
My eyebrow quirks as I say, “Ah, I see, you’re being cupid…how ironic. What is this then—are you trying to provoke Russell into action, or me? Well, I’ve got news for you: I can’t be with Russell—don’t you get it? I love you. If I try to be with Russell, I’ll only end up hurting him more. He deserves someone who loves him with her whole heart.”
“You’re so stubborn, Genevieve,” Reed says in frustration. “You make yourself so sad for no good reason.”
“No, Reed, you make me sad,” I reply, and he releases my arm like I’ve burned him.
Walking back to the ballroom, I stop at the entrance, seeing Owen and Caroline still on the dance floor together. Caroline is kissing Owen’s neck. Perfect! I think, shifting back toward the lobby just in time to watch Reed leave through the outer doors. I’m not going back in the ballroom. I’ll be better off hiding in the bathroom the rest of the evening because Candace is going to want to gloat about this one.
Resolving to hide in the ladies room, I begin walking across the atrium near the attached hotel when a voice behind me says, “Angel.”
I turn to see a beautiful young man attired in a pale gray, silk suit. He isn’t wearing a tie, and his white collared shirt is unbuttoned casually. A lock of his blond hair is lighter in the front as if the sun has kissed it, and his eyes are the deep blue of a dark pool. A shadow of a beard graces his face, but it doesn’t disguise his strong jaw line. It enhances it. He can’t be much older than twenty, but I don’t recognize him from school.
“I’m sorry, I thought you were speaking to me,” I say, realizing I don’t know him. I take a step in the direction of the bathroom, but he catches my elbow loosely in his grasp.
His blue eyes shutter seductively as he asks, “What is your name, little one?” Reaching out, he touches my hair almost reverently.
“Um, why?” I ask nervously, weirded out by the expression of delight on his face and by the fact that he is touching me. I scan the atrium to see if I recognize anyone I can call to, but we are alone for the moment.
Smiling as if I’m an exquisite jewel he’s just found lying around, he says, “Because I must have a name for the singularly exceptional creature I find before me. It cannot be angel, because you are more than an angel, are you not?”
“Um…my name’s Genevieve,” I say, definitely feeling alarm, my heartbeat speeding up.
He cocks his head to the side, studying me for a second. “Your heart is beating so fast, Genevieve, are you afraid of me?”
I let out a breath like he has punched me in the stomach. Holy Freaking Crap! He’s an angel!
Don’t freak out—ask him his name, like you’re interested—buy time, I think.
“What’s your name…angel?” I ask as confidently as I can, hoping that my bluff has improved.
“Sebastian,” he replies immediately to my question with a grin. “You are incomparable,” he continues, and then he moves so quickly I couldn’t have avoided him if I had been a thousand yards away. Holding me in his arms as if I am a gift that he intends to unwrap, he scrutinizes me like he will memorize every detail of my body.
“You have a soul,” he breathes, and it would be sexy if it were not so completely creepy.
“Yes, and I plan on keeping it, so don’t get any ideas,” I reply grimly, not knowing what else to say.
Sebastian laughs delightedly at my rebuttal, before saying, “What a paradox you are! You change everything, Genevieve. Do you know that?”
“I have heard that somewhere before, but change is a good thing, right?” I try to smile back, but I’m sure it looks more like a grimace than a smile.
Sebastian hoists me in his arms and moves toward the outside doors. I think he’s so distracted by me that he’s forgetting to use a human pace because the room is whirling by faster than it should. We are across the lobby and to the doors in seconds.
Pushing against his chest, I try to wiggle free. “Please put me down! Where’re you taking me?” I ask Sebastian, really frightened now.
From across the lobby at the entrance to the ballroom, Russell yells, “HEY, WHERE’RE YA TAKIN’ MY GIRL?”
Sebastian doesn’t stop to deal with Russell, but heads out to the parking lot instead. “You are with the humans?” Sebastian asks, frowning disgustedly. “You know, we consider that slumming. It is a good thing that I found you when I did. You really cannot associate with trash like that and expect to survive long.”
Fear makes it hard to breathe. “Sebastian, I’m here with somebody, and I can’t just leave…” I start to say, but am interrupted when Sebastian stops. I look in front of us to see Reed blocking our way. “Reed!” I squeak, unable to say more.
Sebastian growls low and menacingly at Reed, and it has to be the most terrifying sound I’ve ever heard in my life. Reed doesn’t react to this threat; in fact, he is fairly bored with Sebastian’s aggressive warning. “I want her,” Sebastian rasps, and his voice sounds eerily like a wild animal’s. A shiver of revulsion runs the length of my body as he holds me closer to him.
“You will have to get in line then, and it forms behind me,” Reed says, taking off his jacket and tie and resting them on a nearby car. Reed unbuttons his collared shirt. As Sebastian watches Reed, I become aware that he’s deliberating about what to do next. He keeps squeezing me uncomfortably, like he wants to put me down but he can’t actually make himself do it.
“HEY FREAK! YER NOT GOIN’ ANYWHERE WITH HER!” Russell yells from behind us, and Reed actually smiles.
Sebastian scowls. “Really, little one, you do keep very strange company,” he whispers in my ear as he nuzzles my neck. “We will have to rectify that in the future. I will insist upon it.”
“Sebastian…please, don’t hurt them,” I plead, my breath catching in my throat as the revulsion of his touch hit me in waves. He has a particular darkness to him—I can smell it, feel it, but I have no experience with it to be able to name what exactly it is.
Reed fishes in the pocket of his jacket, and then he pulls out his keys. “When he puts her down…” Reed says, tossing his keys to Russell, “and he will put her down, or I will rip his arms off…” Reed says with menace, looking at Sebastian, “take my car and get Evie out of here. I am parked over there.” He points behind him.
Sebastian, growling again in anger and frustration, gently lowers me to the ground. When my feet touch the pavement, he points directly at Russell even though he never takes his eyes off of Reed, and says, “Do not make me come after you, boy. I will have her.” The menacing tone makes my knees shake. Pausing in his assessment of Reed, Sebastian says to me, “I’ll just be a minute, little one.” And then, he presses his lips to mine, kissing me roughly.
That gets a reaction from Reed. I don’t even see him move, but he hits Sebastian so hard, it knocks him back fifty feet or more into a docile-looking minivan parked in the lot. Sebastian smashes right through the windshield of the vehicle, falling between the tan, bucket seats. The minivan’s shrill car alarm goes off. We all watch the van for a few seconds as the shock of what just happened paralyzes Russell and me. I am sure that no one can survive the crush of being thrown through a windshield like Sebastian just had, so when the teal-green sliding door of the minivan flies off its hinges, crushing the car next to it, a scream tears from my lungs in utter horror.
Slowly, Sebastian emerges from the interior of the van. When he is fully out of it, he takes off his gray-silk, suit jacket and shakes the broken glass from his sun-kissed hair. Smiling ominously, he calls to me, saying, “Don’t be alarmed, Genevieve. I haven’t been harmed. We’re just getting started.”
I hold my hand over my mouth so that I won’t scream again. Reaching over, Sebastian rips the chrome-plated side step off the van. Before I can figure out what he intends to do with it, it is embedded in the side of a car directly behind where Reed had been standing a fraction of a second ago.
“Russell, now would be the time to get Evie out of here,” Reed says without looking at us, but focusing directly on Sebastian.
Even as I turn to Reed to tell him that I’m not going anywhere, he disappears. In the next second, Reed has pounced on Sebastian who is still fifty yards away. The two become locked in a malicious struggle, each one trying to tear the other apart. I don’t get a chance to try to help Reed because Russell picks me up and throws me over his shoulder.
Russell runs with me in the direction Reed had indicated his car was parked. He has the keys out, hitting the lock button, looking for flashing lights and a horn honk to direct him to the vehicle. Pausing for a second to look down an aisle of cars, a screeching of metal grows louder behind us so I crane my neck upward to try to see what it is.
Russell turns toward the sound at the same time, so I can’t see what’s happening, but then Russell shouts, “AHH, SHOOT!”
Leaping forward into the next aisle of cars, we land hard on the ground just as the teal-colored minivan that Sebastian had smashed rolls over and over several times on its way past us. It lands in a heap of twisted metal and gives an abbreviated honk before falling silent. Russell, looking at me incredulously for just a second, seeks validation from me for what he just sees happen. My eyes are as wide as his as I nod to him, letting him know that this is real; he isn’t dreaming. Scrambling to his feet, Russell drags me to mine. I hear snarling behind me as the fight between the titans ensues. Wanting to go back to help Reed, I pull against Russell’s grip on my wrist, trying to make him let go of me.
“We have to go back, Russell,” I plead as he drags me down the line of cars.
A terrifying noise sounds from across the parking lot, making us both pause again. My heart pounds in my chest as one of the huge parking lot floodlights, which is held in place by a thick concrete column at its base, comes crashing down where we had last seen Reed and Sebastian. Unable to see over the cars in front of me to get a good view, I flinch because it sounds ghastly as the lamps shatter and the area goes dark.
I try desperately to reason with Russell again, “We have to help Reed!”
“No way, Red!” Russell says between his teeth, scooping me up again and running with me over his shoulder.
He runs fast down the aisle of cars, seeing the flashing lights he was looking for. Locating the car, he opens the driver’s side door, shoving me inside. Russell makes me climb into the passenger seat before jumping into the driver’s seat. He fumbles around, trying to find the automatic seat adjuster so he can move it back to accommodate his long legs.
“Russell, we have to go back. Reed’s all alone with Sebastian,” I say, looking out my window into the darkness to see if I can catch a glimpse of them.
“We can’t help him, Red—yer buddy, Sebastian, just threw a minivan at us—a minivan, Red! Our only chance is to run ‘cuz if that thing gets us, you will be his,” Russell says roughly, using the words that Sebastian had spoken to him.
He twists in his seat to look out the back window while putting the car in reverse. Peeling out of the parking space, he slams the car into first, leaving tire tracks on the ground as we bolt through the parking lot.
“Russell, please—go back—we can hit him with the car or something,” I plead, looking frantically out the back window. I can’t see them at all—maybe they have taken flight. I try to see if I can see them through the glass of the sunroof.
“He’s strong enough to throw a minivan, Red! He can stop this little car, too, if he wants. Who’s that guy anyway, and what does he want with ya?” Russell asks angrily, scanning me for answers as he drives way too fast through the city, blowing red lights while looking for signs for the highway. He is breathing hard, and I suspect it is more from adrenaline now than from the exertion it took to escape the parking lot.
“His name’s Sebastian, and I think he wanted…me,” I say reluctantly, clutching the seat as Russell squeals the tires around a corner when he spots a sign to the highway.
“Why does he want ya? He looked like he was havin’ a hard time puttin’ ya down,” Russell asks, and then he looks me over, adding, “you can never wear that dress again, Red.”
Rolling my eyes at him, “Are you serious?” I scoff, thinking this has nothing to do with my dress and everything to do with what I am.
“Hell, yeah, I’m serious! What was that guy? And don’t act like ya don’t know what I’m talkin’ ‘bout ‘cuz you were datin’ one of them not too long ago,” Russell says tersely.
“Russell don’t—” I begin but I’m cut off.
“Don’t what, Red? Don’t freak out? Don’t ask questions? Don’t care ‘bout ya?” he shoots the questions at me in rapid-fire succession.
“YES!” I yell at Russell. Then, I say in as rational a tone as possible, “Think of it this way, Russell, you really don’t want to know.”
There is a red light in front of us and Russell has to slam on the brakes to avoid hitting another car. Reed’s car just about goes sideways, but Russell manages to bring it back in line before bringing it to a screeching halt.
Russell scowls. “YEAH, RED, I REALLY, REALLY, DO WANNA KNOW!” he yells back at me.
“I can’t tell you, Russell,” I say quietly.
“AHH, HELL! This is the same conversation we’ve been havin’ ever since I met ya,” Russell continues to yell at me, watching for the light to turn green again.
“Well, get used to it because I really can’t tell you,” I reply adamantly. “But, if you turn around and take me back, I’m sure you’ll be able to figure it out all on your own.”
“And risk that thing gettin’ his hands on ya again?” he asks in revulsion, flooring the car when the light turns green. Russell finds the on-ramp for the highway and buries the needle on the speedometer.
“Russell…please!” I beg him.
“Shut up, Genevieve. I’m not takin’ ya back there, no matter what ya say,” he replies as if I have lost my mind. “Did ya hear that guy? He called ya ‘little one,’ like ya were his pet or somethin’. What’s he gonna do to ya if he gets ya back?” he asks grimly. “This is the only way I can protect ya from him, and I’ll do it, even if ya don’t like it.”
Russell’s phone rings and he pulls it from his suit pocket. “Yeah?” he barks as a greeting, and then holds the phone from his ear as screaming comes out of his phone. When there is a break in the yelling, Russell replies, “Evie wasn’t feelin’ well, so I’m drivin’ her home.” He has to hold the phone away from his ear again as more screaming ensues. “Fine, goodbye,” Russell says, ending the call and looking grim.
“Candace?” I ask softly.
His jaw tightens. “Yep,” he replies.
“She’s mad?” I ask as it just registers with me that Russell has dropped everything to come to my rescue…again.
“Mad doesn’t even come close,” he replies with a sour expression.
“But she’ll forgive you, right…” I say, but trail off when he gives me a sidelong look that says: “What do you think?”
“I’m sorry, Russell,” I say, trying to mean it.
Russell exhales a deep breath, trying to calm down. “Red, it was over with Candace the minute I walked in and saw ya in the lobby in that dress. She knew it; I didn’t have to tell her,” Russell says, not looking at me.
“It’s just a dress. Have you all gone crazy?” I ask in frustration. Looking down, I see that my dress is hitched up dangerously high on my legs, and I try to pull it down modestly.
Russell sighs deeply, like someone trying to figure out how to explain a complicated concept. “It’s not the dress,” he says, looking at me. “Red, I know ya don’t know much about men, but seein’ ya there like that, it just hits ya and ya start thankin’ God that there is such beauty in the world and that yer lucky enough to have seen it.”
“Please,” I reply, trying to deny his words as I blush.
“I’m serious. Ya find yerself thinkin’ that there’s nothin’ ya wouldn’t do for such beauty. I just didn’t think I’d get to test that desire so soon after thinkin’ it,” he says.
“You’re insane, Russell, and the next time something like this happens, I want you—no, I expect you to run the other way,” I warn him fiercely.
“What do ya mean, the next time this happens—are ya sayin’ we should expect more of these things to be ‘round?” he asks grimly. I nod, and Russell is silent for a while. I sit, unmoving in the passenger seat, feeling hollow with fear for Reed.
“Ya know, I always felt smug ‘bout my strength. I’m not sayin’ I’m the strongest man alive, but I’m stronger than most. I’ve never known what it is to feel weak until I met ya. I watched that Sebastian move like some bad guy out of a comic book, and then I saw Reed toss him like a football…” he trails off, thinking. “Reed didn’t look surprised that Sebastian was there, did he? He was cool as if it was all business, just another day at the office, except when that freak kissed ya,” he says, looking at me, assessing my reaction to what he is saying.
I don’t look at him. He is starting to piece it together, and I wonder how long it will take him to figure out the truth. And, what will he do when he knows?
Russell’s phone rings again. Looking at the display, he hands me the phone, “It’s for ya.”
Grasping his phone like a lifeline, I answer anxiously, “Hello?”
“Evie,” Reed says, because he knows my voice anywhere, just as I know his.
“Reed,” I choke. He survived…thank you God, I pray, melting into the seat.
“It’s okay,” Reed says simply, and I know he means that Sebastian is dead.
I exhale slowly, trying to calm down. My hand is shaking, and it’s difficult to keep the phone to my ear. “Was he…bad?” I ask, because I’m not sure if Reed had killed a divine angel to save me. At the same time, I know Russell is listening.
“He was Fallen,” Reed says, understanding what I am asking him.
“I’m so sorry, Reed, I…” I am crying, but I can’t help it.
Reed’s voice is soft and sweet, when he says, “Ssshhh, it’s okay, Evie. Everything’s going to be all right.”
“No it won’t…it will never be all right,” I whisper into the phone.
“Yes, it will. Trust me, it will,” he says soothingly.
“When are you coming back?” I ask him. I need to see him, to touch him, to assure myself that he’s okay.
“Tonight. Late…I have to clean up the loose ends here,” he replies.
“Will I see you?” I ask, but he doesn’t respond to my question.
“Let me speak to Russell,” he says instead, and I understand then that nothing between us has changed. He is still just my protector, nothing more.
Handing Russell the phone, I feel utter defeat. Russell just listens to whatever Reed is telling him, and then he looks over at me. His only reply is, “I’ll see her home. I’ll take care of her.”



CHAPTER 17
DELT WARS
THINGS REVERT BACK to how they were before the Delt formal, except now, Russell watches me even more closely, and Reed stays further away, if that is possible. I attempt to talk with Reed about what happened at formal, specifically about Sebastian, but he shuts me down again. I want answers for all my questions. How did Sebastian know right away what I am? Am I giving off some kind of signal? What can I do to change, so that this will never happen again?
Deep down inside of me, I already know that there is nothing to be done. This is how I am and I can’t change it. To be honest, what I really want is for Reed to hold my hand and talk to me in his angelic language, so that the fear that threatens to overwhelm me, doesn’t break me down any further. But, Reed won’t talk to me in any language, so I have to keep pretending I am okay.
Russell can’t be any more attentive than he already is. His worry for me is palatable, and he finds reasons to be by my last class each day, so he can walk me to my dorm. He is also concerned every time he has to go out of town to an away game. He must have coordinated something with Freddie, because whenever he has to leave, Freddie is around to watch me, like a babysitter.
I know that I should do something to make Russell and Freddie leave me alone because my nightmare is becoming more and more acute by the day. I try to explain to Russell that it is not safe for him to be around me, but he wants details and information I can’t give him. He is determined to help me, even when I know he can’t.
I notice Russell studying me when he thinks I’m not aware of what he’s doing. It’s almost laughable, since I’m becoming more and more aware of my surroundings by the day. Everything around me has a new clarity; things are crisper and more in focus. Other differences are becoming apparent as well, especially in the cognitive realm. I don’t have to concentrate as hard in class to understand the information being taught; I can just listen with half an ear to get it. Not only that, I can recall information verbatim, if I’m asked about it later. This makes my mid-term exams almost enjoyable, if I can enjoy anything anymore.
Without my schoolwork to focus on, I have too much time to obsess about my other problems. I often pace around my room, restless for something to concentrate my energy on, so my mind won’t torture me with what if scenarios. That is what I am doing before I realize I am down the hall, pounding on Buns and Brownie’s door.
“Sweetie, what’s wrong?” Buns asks when she comes to the door.
“It’s on,” I say flatly. “We go Wednesday.”
“Sweetie! Are you sure?” she asks excitedly, not having to ask me what it is. She knows instinctually that I am talking about the composite theft and kicking off our own version of war with the Delts.
“Yeah, I’m sure. Can you be ready?” I ask her as Brownie comes to the door.
“Oh, we’re ready, sweetie. Brownie, it’s on!” Buns says eagerly to Brownie.
“Yes!” Brownie grins as she grabs Buns’s hands, and they scream and jump up and down like banshees at a bonfire.
“I have an idea for how we can end the war,” I say. “You know that the Delts are having a costume party this weekend?”
“Yeah, we were trying to decide what we’re going to wear to it,” Brownie says.
“I’m all over it. Leave it to me,” I say.
We throw ourselves into the planning of the war. Every moment not spent in class we devote to preparation for Wednesday. I am grateful for any distraction that keeps me from thinking of Reed. Wednesday evening comes quickly, and we are ready. The black outfits that Buns had shipped to her are professional in every way. Buns drives us to the drop off point a block away from the Delt house.
“Okay, Buns, we’ll meet you over by the McIntyre dorm. If we have to split up, Brownie will make it to McIntyre, and I’ll go to the clock tower at Central Hall,” I say, reviewing the plan. “You ready, Brownie?” I ask. She looks more like an international assassin than a college sophomore.
“Let’s go. Stay frosty,” Brownie says, getting out of the car and carrying the nylon-covered portfolio tube with all of the equipment in it for the job.
Keeping to the shadows, we run to the Delt House. We crouch behind the evergreen bushes beneath the window to the billiard room and set to work removing the screen. Earlier today, Buns had visited JT and had unlocked the window for us. Peeking quickly inside, I hear the meeting going on in the basement as if I am outside the basement door with my ear pressed to it.
Cupping my hands together like a step, I hoist Brownie through the window. I hand her the cylindrical portfolio case before she reaches down to help me in. Extracting the mini flashlight from the bag, along with the battery-powered screwdriver, Brownie holds the light while I extract the composite from its frame. Reaching into the portfolio, I take out the replacement poster we brought with us. We put it in the frame and hang it back on the wall.
Taking out the post-it notes with the rating of each of the Delts, we place them on the composite. Brownie uses the camera to take several digital pictures of the composite with the ratings on it. Putting the camera back in the portfolio, I extract another poster; it is one of their clues to solve where we will stash the composite.
I tiptoe down the hall to the storage closet I’d used to hide from Russell a few weeks ago. After I step inside I close the door behind me. I hang the poster on the back wall using double stick tape. When I am finishing up, a gavel bangs in the basement indicating that their meeting is adjourned. Uh-oh, I think. I open the door of the closet and hurry down the hall.
“Hey!” an angry, male voice shouts from the basement stairway.
Opening the billiards room door, I slam it behind me and say, “Time to go!” Brownie is already waiting for me by the window. She jumps out, and I use the strap on the portfolio tube to secure it to my back before jumping from the window, too. “Split up. I’ll go Central, you go Mac,” I whisper, and Brownie nods.
We both take off running in opposite directions. The billiard room is filling up with angry Delts, and I can hear them reacting to the poster we’d left them in the composite frame. It is one of those yellow-dot smiley-faces with the caption that reads, “Have A Nice Day,” except our smiley-face is flipping them off.
Running through the dark night, I can’t contain the giggles coming from deep within me. My gloating doesn’t last long, however, as I become aware of the pursuit being mounted behind me. A couple of the cars in the Delt parking lot are firing up with doors slamming and wheels peeling out. My escape route to Central Hall is next to the road, perfect for a car to follow. I am rapidly coming to the conclusion that I won’t be able to make it there on foot before the cars catch up to me. I either need to hide until they pass me, or to find a shortcut. Frantically, I scan the houses for a potential hiding place.
Looking anxiously over my shoulder, a car containing fraternity men drives slowly toward me. Flashlights throw tunnels of light out of both sides of the car, illuminating the bushes and hedges that line the houses on either side of the street. They are stalking the area carefully so that they don’t miss me.
“There she is!” someone yells from the car behind me.
Fear thunders through me with every rapid pulse of my heart. Taking several more strides with my head down, a few moments pass before I realize that something is different. I feel as light as air, like gravity can no longer exert its force on me as strongly as it had only seconds ago. My strides are longer, exponentially longer, and my feet move so rapidly that they blur. My bones feel like they are less dense, too. It is as if the bars on the cage of this body that I’ve known all of my life are somehow being shed, and I can step through them, free.
With a gasp of air, I look up; the scenery around me moves so fast that I panic, coming to an immediate stop in my tracks. Panting, not from exertion, but rather from alarm at the power that has unleashed inside of me, I exhale slowly to calm myself. My entire body quivers with kinetic energy, and I am having difficulty harnessing the power that wants to surge me forward. The pool of headlights behind me creeps nearer. Trying to control the outpouring of power propelling me forward, I attempt to maintain a slower, more human pace, but within seconds, I am accumulating more and more speed.
The scenery in my peripheral vision whirls by me at tremendous velocity while my frontal vision picks up every object and detail in front of me, assessing it at the same time. I run another city block in what seems like a few steps. I know where every parked car is, every street sign, every uneven crack in the sidewalk, and I can navigate them as if they don’t exist. My vision is absolutely clear; pristine is a better word for it, since now I can see almost as well as I could during the day, just without the ability to see color differential.
I have night vision! I think, gasping and gazing up at the night sky. The stars look so close, and everything is shimmering in the non-light, like I am seeing some kind of heat signature given off by the objects in my field of vision.
Looking back at the car behind me again, I see the expression on the faces of the angry Delts. They are keyed up because they had caught a glimpse of me ahead of them seconds ago, and now I am no longer in the range of their headlights. They continue to speed up, looking for me again. A slow smile touches my lips while my body moves forward at excessive speed; it is becoming clearer to me with every step that even the wind can’t catch me. I can only imagine what the Delts think they see and how they rationalize the fact that I appear to dematerialize in front of their eyes.
Laughing, I push myself faster as fear rapidly melts away. I want to know how far and fast I can drive myself, since I am not even breathing hard. I run through town just like a silent rocket on the salt flats. The sound of the wind whistling by me is enrapturing. I avoid everyone on the sidewalk by making wide, arcing paths around them, but I notice that I carry with me a tail wind that startles each in his turn when he is hit by it.
I run out to the lake, and then I run around it, seeing all of the creatures that watch me pass them in the night. I want to go on forever. I want to just keep running and never look back. Remembering that Buns and Brownie will be looking for me at Central Hall, I reluctantly turn back toward campus. My trip to the lake had only taken me a little more than ten minutes. I travel with equal speed all the way back, easily avoiding anything that nears my path.
Arriving at the steps of Central Hall, I feel exultant. The old, brick clock tower, covered in ivy several stories high, is almost as detailed to me now as it would be in daylight. Walking up the steps of the sweeping veranda, it doesn’t feel like I am picking a good hiding spot, since I can see everything so clearly. We had specifically chosen this spot as an extraction point because the old building is so dark at night. I have to keep telling myself that no one else can see me because no one else has vision like mine.
Sitting down on the veranda in the darkness, I peer out between the large, white posts of the balustrade, feeling much like a cat must feel as it prowls the dark of night. I watch for the Golden Goose to pull up in the parking lot so that I can go down and meet them.
“What are you looking for?” a deep male voice asks right next to me.
A gasp of fear tears from me while I turn toward the voice, seeing a young man next to me on the porch. I hadn’t seen anyone sitting there a moment before, yet there he is now, grinning at me as if he, too, is surprised. “Oh my God!” I say in fear, quickly scooting back away from him.
There is something definitely not right about him. He is pale, and his clothing is different as if he is in a period play set sometime in the nineteenth century. Standing up, I thrust both of my arms out in front of me to ward him off if he makes a move toward me. “You, stay there!” I order, backing my way down the steps, intent on running the moment my feet hit the sidewalk.
The man doesn’t move, but he is watching me go, smiling all the while as if he has a private joke that amuses him. I don’t have a chance to run because right when I reach the bottom step, I am locked in an embrace that holds me pinned immobile where I stand.
“Having fun?” Reed asks in a tone that definitely lets me know that he is not having any.
“Reed! You scared me—don’t do that!” I say in anger, wanting to hit him for nearly making me jump out of my skin. “I thought you were with that guy over there,” I say, and belatedly notice the butterflies taking flight in my stomach.
“You can see Will?” he asks, tightening his grip on my arms. He sounds excited as he drops his frown for a moment.
“Will? Of course I can see him, he was sitting right next to me. He was just sort of there when I looked next to me. He freaked me out!” I say warily, before turning back to see what Will is up to on the porch, but he is gone. “He was just there! I saw him! He asked me what I was looking for,” I try to explain to Reed. “He has blond hair—longer, like a surfer, with these side burns that look like mutton chops.”
“That is Will. He stays here,” Reed says, nodding toward Central Hall, and there is a definite excitement in Reed’s tone.
My brow wrinkles. “What do you mean he stays here? Nobody stays here. It’s an administration building,” I reply in confusion.
Reed lets his hands fall from me. “If you can see Will, that means your vision is improving,” Reed says, acknowledging the recent evolution of my latent angelic nature.
I rub my forehead. “What does my vision have to do with the guy on the porch?” I ask uncomfortably, and then I see headlights coming toward the parking lot of Central Hall. I duck down, pulling Reed by the shirt toward the bushes at the side of the building. He follows me, but he isn’t attempting to hide or evade notice in any way.
Reed’s eyes narrow, “What are you doing out here, alone, at night, Evie?” Reed asks with definite irritation in his tone once more.
My eyebrows shoot up. “Nothing. It was a nice night, so I thought I’d go for a walk,” I reply, adding a shrug to try to make my lie more convincing.
“You went for a walk at night, in a black outfit, with a case strapped to your back?” Reed asks skeptically.
“You said you know the weird guy on the porch. Who is he?” I ask, evading his question. I move nearer to the building when I see some more headlights driving by.
“Will is a soul,” Reed says in the typical Reed fashion of using the least amount of words as possible. He is watching me and moving with me, frowning.
“You know something, you’re stingy with words. You have to work on that because it’s seriously starting to tick me off,” I say rashly, trying to make sense of what he is saying. At the same time, I am trying not to be discovered by a car full of angry Delts.
“Okay, let me spell it out for you then. Will is dead. Will died a long time ago. Will has no physical body; he is a spirit,” Reed says with an edge of irritation.
“Will’s a ghost?” I ask, forgetting to hide now as I straighten up. I scan Reed’s face for any sign that he could be teasing me. He looks completely serious, so I wonder if my life can get any creepier.
“Yes,” he replies, “I think they mostly prefer to be called souls, but ghost will do for now.”
“Of course. Let’s be PC about it,” I say as I shiver. “What’s he doing here?”
Reed turns toward the porch again and says, “Will was a little angry with God for having survived the war, only to come home and die of cholera before his wedding.”
“What war?” I ask, trying to see if I can glimpse Will lurking in one of the windows of Central Hall.
“The Civil War,” Reed replies.
“Sure…the Civil War, what was I thinking?” I stammer sarcastically, trying not to go into shock over the discovery of a dark side to my newest ability. “Well, it sounds perfectly reasonable to me. I’d be a little annoyed, too, if I were Will…so you’re saying Will can’t get into Heaven because he’s angry at God?” I ask, feeling that it is a harsh judgment.
“No, Will is welcome whenever he chooses to go. He just has not chosen to do so,” Reed says calmly as if I am a petulant child.
“Oh, so he’s being stubborn?” I ask for clarification, feeling a little guilty for jumping to the wrong conclusion.
“That seems to be the human condition around here,” Reed replies.
“Am I going to see more ghosts…I mean souls, like Will, from now on?” I ask him, hoping he will reply in the negative.
“Yes,” he replies.
My eyes narrow, “And you didn’t think this was information that I would need prior to stumbling across one?” I ask angrily.
“Evie, they are just like most humans,” Reed tries to explain, but I cut off his argument.
“No, Reed, they aren’t like most humans. Most humans I know aren’t dead. They have pulses, Reed…they breathe, and other humans can see them,” I fire back at him.
“I didn’t come here tonight to debate souls with you,” he says with a sigh, turning aside my argument.
“Just why are you here then?” I wonder, instantly dropping all of my anger as it sinks in that this is the first time I’ve been able to have a conversation with Reed since formal, and I am wasting it.
“I was checking on you. You sounded different tonight,” he says in a gentle tone, and I watch him as he puts his hand to his forehead, rubbing it.
“I did…you were, what? Listening to my heart again?” I ask, and smile when I see him frown.
“You were really afraid at one point, and then you…”
“What did I do?” I ask quietly, watching his face for clues.
“Your heart started…singing,” he says as his eyes soften.
“Oh? Ohhhh! Reed, you have to see this. Here,” I say, pulling him back behind Central Hall, “stand right here. Don’t move.”
I turn away from him to adopt a runner’s starting mark stance. “Watch this!” I call over my shoulder. Then I shoot up out of the crouch as fast as a splash of yellow lightning sprawls across the darkened sky. I run by the library, and then turn and run back, feeling the rush of wind streaming through my hair as the scenery rolls by me at excessive speed. The entire circuit takes me only a few seconds. Approaching Reed, I slow down as I leap at him, hoping he will catch me.
When he does, I wrap my arms around his neck and say, “What do you think of that?”
“There aren’t words in your language,” he says softly, and then he kisses me with all of the intensity and passion that I have craved for the past weeks.
My entire body melts against his as I kiss him back. His grip on me is fierce as if he has lost control, so I press my advantage. “I’ve missed you so much, Reed,” I whisper against his lips. “I won’t give you up. I can’t.”
“It doesn’t work that way,” Reed says, turning his head as I begin kissing his neck. “Sometimes we do not get what we want, what we long for. Sometimes we are asked to sacrifice what we want,” Reed says sadly, holding me tightly in his arms.
I stop kissing him. Straightening, I search his stormy-green eyes again. “But that’s cruel,” I murmur warily.
Reed laughs mirthlessly. “Ask Will if he thought that dying right before his wedding was cruel, and then ask him how much he enjoyed watching his love marry his best friend. Maybe then you will begin to understand that what I am saying is relevant,” he explains, setting me back on my feet in front of him.
My eyes plead with his as I say, “You are wrong, and I will prove it to you. No matter how hard it is. You are meant for me.”
“No one wants to be proven wrong more than I do,” Reed says tiredly. “Everything about you calls to me. Your skin begs me to touch it, and when I do it burns me like a drug and I want more. You are like a cut that never heals. I just keep bleeding,” Reed says while he disengages from my embrace. He nudges me gently toward the front of the building. “You had better hurry, your friends are waiting for you in the parking lot, and I can hear Remy’s car, filled with angry frat boys, coming down the street.”
“I don’t care about that,” I say, but Reed interrupts me.
“I have to go, Evie. I should not have come here tonight…I could not stay away, when I heard your heart,” he says, and turning away from me, he is gone in an instant.
“Reed!” I yell, but he doesn’t come back. “You love me…”
Buns and Brownie are in the parking lot when I pull myself together enough to make it to the car. Jumping in the backseat, I mutter, “Remy’s on his way; we’d better go.”
I change back into normal clothing as Buns speeds away unseen. We go to the library as planned, emailing the ransom photos to the Delt House web master under a contrived user name. We go back to our dormitory, and I say goodnight to the girls. I stay awake awhile, trying to figure out a way to disprove a negative. How am I going to get Reed to see that Russell and I are impossible, that only he and I are right for each other?
**
“What a bunch of whiny little mama’s boys!” Brownie rants when we all meet up in her room after classes the next day. “I honestly didn’t think they’d get the administration involved with this, since this is what they do to us every stinking year!”
“Sweetie, I told you we shouldn’t have given Remy a four. He’s the president, and we totally owned him,” Buns says, thoroughly enjoying every second of this. She and Brownie had been hauled in for questioning by the Dean of Men because the Delts had reported the theft of the composite and named them as suspects.
Buns goes over every nuance of the interview with Dean Andrews in minute detail. He couldn’t make them confess to anything, so he had to let them off with a warning. “Anyway, it’s nearly time for karmic retribution. Our whole house is ready,” Buns announces to Brownie and me.
“All right, mount up, we’re moving out,” Brownie says as she tightens the thigh holster of her automatic paintball gun.
The fitted camouflage cargo pants and t-shirts we purchased for the occasion look excellent on her. She hands me the yellow-tinted shooting glasses that complete my equipment. I check the safety on my paintball gun as we head out to the Golden Goose and drive out to Arden Lake. When we arrive, I see that trenches are already dug on the sandy beach with ammunition set up at intervals along them. Buns and Brownie give a rousing speech about payback for the rating system, which gets the girls fired up. I make sure that my backpack is well stocked with paintball ammo and get into position in the trench between Buns and Brownie.
The Delts prove to be wily adversaries, we realize as we watch several carloads of young men arrive at the beach. They recruited just about every freshman boy they could find to aid them in their war against us. They are uncharitable about it as well, using the freshmen as infantry soldiers, throwing them at us first to deplete our ammunition before they engage in the fight.
“Cowards!” Brownie taunts them, picking off several freshmen in front of her. “We have to move out of the trenches, or all we’ll hit are the freshmen,” she yells to Buns and me, then turns to the other girls and gives the order to storm the beach.
Moving out of the trenches and up the beach toward the Delts, it is apparent they have come prepared with their own paintball guns in tow. The beach rapidly becomes mayhem. My improved vision gives me a huge advantage over everyone else. I am able to put a paint slug anywhere I want to on any opponent. I manage to hit Remy several times in the chest and a couple of times in the trigger hand, making him drop his weapon and run back toward the parking lot for cover.
Unfortunately, I also see who picks up Remy’s weapon. Russell trains the gun on me, and with an evil grin on his face, his first round of bullets rain on me like rice at a wedding. I manage to get off a couple shots before I have to retreat. My gun needs to be reloaded, but there is no way I am going to be given the opportunity to do so, because with Russell’s long strides, he will be on me in a matter of seconds. If only I could use my speed to evade him, but I can’t expose myself, so I am doomed.
I almost make it off the beach to a secluded picnic area before I am tackled from behind, dropping to a soft landing in the sand. It doesn’t hurt, and I lie there laughing as Russell’s arms loosen their grip from around my legs. Rolling me over onto my back, he takes my gun from me, tossing it away into the sand. A triumphant look crosses his face as he gazes down at me, covered as I am in blotches of paint from head to toe.
“Surrender,” he says in a deep southern drawl.
“Never!” I giggle at him, wondering who has brought him here.
“Ahh, so, it’s to be torture, is it?” he asks as he tickles me without leniency.
“Mercy!” I say, laughing. “Anything, just stop!”
“Anythin’, well now, Red, ya asked for it,” and before I can object, Russell bends down, pressing his lips to mine in a deep, heated kiss that takes me off guard in its intensity.
For a few moments, I respond to the heat of his kiss, because it is like being home…safe…it feels as if I have been kissing him all my life, even though this is the first time. But, it is more than that; it is like I have loved him all my life, or much, much longer. Even as my soul soars high, urging me to continue the kiss, the angel part of me is livid and is now actively trying to push Russell away from me. That part of me will never be satisfied with anything but Reed, no matter how he feels about me.
The intense heat and physical upheaval that hits me every time I am near Reed is not there with Russell. I don’t know if it is angel vs. human attraction, or if it is just a primal thing I have for Reed, but I crave it, and I want nothing less than all of it. Russell draws back at my insistence, looking down on me with smoldering eyes because he had felt my initial response to his kiss.
“So, there’s hope after all, Red,” Russell says, almost to himself as he sits down next to me in the sand. “I knew ya loved me.”
“Russell I can’t…” I say, rising to my elbows.
He interrupts me, saying in a serious tone, “Ya know, I’ve thought a lot about the first night we were here at the lake together.” He is not looking at me, but out at the tranquil water. “I always wonder what would’ve happened if I’d kissed ya then, before Reed had shown up. If I’d kissed ya, would ya have been less wrapped up in him?” he asks me rhetorically, while pulling his hand through his tawny hair. Then, he looks at me with his warm brown eyes and continues, “I know ya don’t know, but it’s just one thing about all of this that tortures me.”
“I’m sorry, Russell…” I say, wanting to cry.
“Shhh,” he says, picking up my hand and kissing the top of it. “Come on. Don’t let me ruin yer perfectly good war that y’all worked so hard on,” he smiles. He pulls me up and dusts the sand off of me like I am a child. “Red, yer a pretty good shot. I thought ya had me until ya ran out of ammo.”
“Thanks,” I whisper, still choking on the guilt that hits me twofold now. I feel guilty for betraying Reed and guilty for hurting Russell again. Does this never end?
Retrieving my gun from where Russell had thrown it, I walk with my head down, so I won’t have to look Russell in the eyes. When we get back to the main part of the beach, the war is all but over. Buns and Brownie are negotiating terms with Remy and a few other Delt officers. It is agreed that the Delts will get the last clue to the composite’s whereabouts tomorrow at their costume party.
Russell squeezes my hand as we near the girls. “I have to find Mason and get a ride back to the dorms with him. I’ll see ya tomorrow at breakfast, okay?” he asks with concern clouding his eyes. I nod my head, trying to smile at him, but it falls short. “Don’t worry, Red, everything will work out. Trust me,” he whispers in my ear. His cheek brushes mine when he draws back to smile at me sweetly before jogging away with an easy grace to catch up with Mason.
Buns, Brownie, and I are walking back to the Golden Goose when JT pulls up next to us in a black Range Rover. “Hey, Buns!” JT yells as he stands up through the sunroof of the vehicle. We stop and stare at JT, or what we can see of him with all of the windows blacked out like a diplomatic vehicle. Hearing him is certainly a problem too, since the car’s stereo vibrates the pavement beneath our feet, drowning out everything else.
JT pops his head back into the car, turning the stereo down so that it is no longer subwoofing. “Want to go for a ride, ladies?” JT asks when he comes back up. “Pete and I are going to go to the Seven-Eleven—get slurpees—drive around—play some insane music,” JT says. The passenger side window of the SUV rolls down and Pete becomes visible in the driver’s seat.
“That could be gnar, what do you think?” Buns asks us enthusiastically.
“Sure, why not?” Brownie shrugs, engaging the safety to her gun, and then all eyes are on me.
I am about to decline and tell them that I would see them later. Reed had made me promise not to go to the 7-Eleven without him. Reed, I think and feel paralyzed. Intense pain that I have been keeping at bay rushes through me like a bitter poison. Then, the memory of Russell’s kiss assails my senses. A deep scalding pain pierces my heart as the angel and the soul that make up who I am tear at each other like vicious enemies.
I just want it to end; I want the pain to stop, I think miserably. I am so tired, not in a physical way, but weary in a way that no amount of sleep or rest will help. Suddenly, I am in a rush to get to the 7-Eleven. I want to hasten my fate, not to run from it. I want it to be over.
“Let’s go,” I say, opening the back door of the SUV and climbing in.
“All right!” JT says from the passenger’s seat as I slip over to the opposite door, allowing room for Brownie and Buns. Pete turns the stereo back up, but not as loud as before, and we head off.
Rolling my window down, I close my eyes, feeling the wind blowing on my face. Whatever is going to happen, it seems preferable to the constant ache in my chest. When we arrive at the 7-Eleven, I am the first one out of the car. Instrumental music plays softly as I move past the cash register and the clerk with the red smock uniform. I turn down the back aisle of the store, walking swiftly to the light that had given me the smack down and I position myself directly beneath it.
I stand there waiting for something to happen…anything, because I just want this to be done. The light flickers once. Adrenaline flashes into my system, causing my heart to race as I flinch a little, anticipating the deafening blast of sound that is the prelude to the insanity. Seconds tick by, but nothing happens. I gaze up at the light, trying to stare it down and bend it to my will for once.
“Hey, sweetie, do you want a cherry or a blue raspberry?” Buns calls to me from the slurpee machine in the front of the store.
Crushing disappointment hits me then. Nothing is happening. What do I want to happen? I think, looking down at the floor. The color drains from my face when I think about what I am doing here. Do I really want my premonition to happen? That would mean carnage and destruction for everyone in the store, I assess and panic, looking from Buns to Brownie.
Intending to get my friends out of here immediately, I take a step forward, but a flash of red stops me. A teardrop of crimson stains the tile at my feet before a few more drips falling from above spatter onto the floor. Blood? I wonder in confusion.
As I freeze in indecision, something shiny drops from the light above to the floor. Going down on one knee, I pick it up from the ground. My hand shakes as I quickly turn the blood-smeared silvery pendants over in my hand. The circular pendant makes a soft sound as it rubs against the metal of the infinity symbol. Russell’s necklace…my mind races. I clutch the worn, leather strap tightly in my palm. It came through the light—with blood.
Suddenly, I am moving to the front of the store. I have to get my friends out of here. “I’ll take a cherry, Buns.” I say, moving to her side and helping her put the arching plastic lid on the cup. I pull her along by the elbow, feeling relief that Pete, JT, and Brownie are already cashed out. It takes longer than I think it should for the cashier to make change for the ten I hand her for the slurpees.
“Sweetie, what’s wrong?” Buns asks me. “You’re sweating,” she observes as we leave the convenience store and get into the Range Rover.
“I’m not feeling very well,” I murmur. “Can you guys drop me off at our dorm?” I ask, wiping the sweat off my brow with the back of my hand.
“Sure, Evie, we have to get the car back anyway.” JT replies, and turns the stereo way up.
When I get back to the dorm, I say goodnight to Brownie and Buns, then head to my room. The second that I am in, I am on the phone dialing Russell’s number. My hand is shaking so badly, I can hardly hold the phone to my ear. Russell answers on the second ring, “Hello, darlin’,” he says with a slow, sexy drawl.
“Russell,” I say breathlessly as relief floods through my entire body. Sinking to my knees on the floor, I want to ask him if he is okay, but that would make me sound like a psycho, so instead, I say in a tight voice, “Uh, hi, Russell. I was wondering, did you lose your necklace?”
“Wow, yeah, I just noticed a few minutes ago that it was missin’, did ya find it?” he asks me excitedly.
I close my eyes as I think, you could say I found it, or you could say something gave it to me.
“Yeah, I found it,” I murmur in a strained tone
Russell sounds puzzled as he asks, “Was it at the lake?”
“Uh huh, I’ve got to go, Russell. I’ll bring it with me to breakfast tomorrow,” I answer him quickly. I don’t know what to tell him, or what not to tell him, but it is clear now that Russell is in this, no matter how much I wish it otherwise.
I need to protect him, but I don’t know how to do that, I think, feeling utterly helpless. The only thing I am sure of is that I’ve been completely naïve, thinking that I am going to be able to save Russell from this.
“Sure, Red. Are ya okay? I mean, ‘bout the lake and the…kiss?” he asks with concern in his voice. “I didn’t mean to push ya, it’s just that ya looked so happy in that moment and…”
“I’m okay, Russell,” I reply in a gentle tone. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll see you tomorrow. Goodnight.”
“Uh, okay. I’ll see ya tomorrow. Goodnight, Red,” he says, and there is something in his tone that is like a caress. It makes my breath catch.
I end the call and sit on the floor, clutching Russell’s necklace in my fist. Finally, I rise, gather my toiletries, and I walk down the hall to shower. Standing under the raining water, I let it beat on me as I cry silently. He’s okay, he’s okay, he’s okay, I think like a mantra, trying to get the blackness of dread to leave my soul. I clean all of the blood off the necklace so that I won’t have to explain it when I give it back.
Returning to my room, I towel dry my hair and brush it out. I slip into a white t-shirt and some underwear. I am so keyed up that I need to find something to distract me from the horrible thoughts going on in my mind. I sit down at my computer and type an email to Uncle Jim.
Nearly finished with my correspondence, filled with disgustingly happy lies, I pause, feeling the first stirrings of butterflies in my stomach. My heart skips a beat, like it always does when I feel Reed nearby. Then my heart sinks again, because I know from the last weeks it won’t matter if he is near, he won’t unbend at all with me. So, when the fluttering grows in intensity with each passing moment, it becomes harder to concentrate on what I am doing.
I click the mouse to send my email just seconds before my windows open behind me. Not turning around, I try to remain calm as anxiety gnaws at me. Why is he here? I wonder to myself. Don’t get your hopes up; he’s not here because he wants to be, I tell myself as my stomach twists painfully.
“Genevieve! We have to talk. Now!” Reed barks from the fire escape. I jump in my seat. “Meet me in the parking lot,” he growls. “I will be in my Range Rover.”
“No,” I say, getting up from my chair and walking to the windows. “Goodnight, Reed,” I say, closing them firmly.
I see the look on his face; he is stunned. I glance down at myself, realizing I am only wearing my t-shirt and underwear. I don’t care. This is my room, I think, turning away from the window.
The windows open again, and before I can turn around, Reed is in my room. “We will talk about this,” he says in a low tone from just inside my window.
With his arms crossed over his bare chest and his arching, charcoal-colored wings exposed, he is every inch an avenging angel; he is also the most undeniably striking creature I’ve ever seen. My hands ball into fists, and I grit my teeth so that I won’t just cave in to his every whim. If he can be stupid and unreasonable, then so can I.
“There is nothing to talk about, Reed,” I reply, feeling raw and trapped. I’m going to lose everything. I lost Reed and now I’m poised to lose Russell, too, because I don’t know how to save him.
Reed’s eyes narrow in a predatory way. “We could discuss your trip to the Seven-Eleven tonight,” he shoots back.
“We could, but there is really nothing to tell,” I lie, raising my chin a notch, but since I am a lousy liar, he must’ve read it on my face. His wings twitch, and his eyes scan me like he is reassuring himself that I haven’t been physically hurt. “I’m fine, Reed,” I sigh.
Reed’s jaw is taut as he says, “Tell me what happened, now, before I lose it.”
My eyes widen. “Are you okay?” I ask him, because I’ve never seen him this upset.
His wings twitch again. “No, I’m not okay.
Deciding that I have to tell him before he explodes, I outline the whole story. When I show him Russell’s pendant, his I-need-to-smash-something face appears.
His lips harden in a grim line. “You are not to go there again,” he says in a stern tone with a note of finality.
My eyes soften as I ask, “Do you honestly believe that will be an option for me? I’m smart enough to know that I have an appointment there, whether I’m willing or not. I’m also smart enough to know that whatever is warning me about what is coming wants me to be prepared for it…like there is an opportunity to change the outcome.”
“Evie, you cannot go to the Seven-Eleven ever again,” Reed says, but this time he uses his persuasive voice, and it slithers and echoes in my ears like an annoying itch that I can’t scratch.
I take a step back from Reed, frowning at him because he knows his voice doesn’t work on me. “Reed…” I say, holding my ears, trying to get the ringing to stop.
“We will go away, Evie. Just you and me…we can go anywhere you want to,” Reed says, but he doesn’t use his annoying voice this time, he uses his sexy voice, which is way more compelling. “I have a few houses in Europe and some in Asia…or, we could go to South America. We can leave tonight,” he says urgently.
“Reed…” I stutter as he moves around like someone on time-lapse film, packing my clothes into a bag he must’ve gotten from my closet. Picking up the necklace that is lying on the table next to my bed, I sit down, looking at it. If I leave, Russell doesn’t have a chance. My shoulders round as I murmur, “I can’t go with you.”
Reed scans my room, saying distractedly, “Yes, you can. Do you have a passport? It doesn’t matter, we can stay in my home in Vermont until we can get you one, if we need to.”
“Reed,” I say, willing him to look at me.
“Evie,” he says, and then he is right in front of me, kneeling so that he can see into my eyes. “I cannot let you go…I thought I could, but I cannot. I thought I could just wait it out. Russell cannot live forever, and when he is gone, you would be mine. I mean, how long can he possibly survive, another eighty years? I could wait…it would be excruciating, but I will wait for you, if I have to. But now, I could lose you.”
Smoothing his hair back from his brow, I look into his eyes and say, “It will be all right. We’ll have all the time we want after…”
I don’t get a chance to finish, because he is up rushing around again. “No, we go tonight,” he says as he continues to pack my things.
“This decision will haunt me for the rest of my life, and since that will be an eternity…” I say, trying to reason with him. I go to his side, seeing him put my toothbrush in the bag.
“I can make you go, then it won’t be your decision, but mine,” he says, scanning the room for anything he might’ve missed.
“I can’t…I can’t, please, Reed…please.” I get in front of him and put one arm around his neck and one on his face, trying to get him to look at me again.
“We are leaving,” he says again, but when his eyes meet mine, I shake my head sadly. All of a sudden, I am in his arms. “You don’t know what you are asking me to do,” he says, speaking into the small space between my hair and my neck.
“I’m asking you to help me save Russell,” I reply, resting my head on his shoulder as I dreamed of doing for weeks, but it is bittersweet. I can’t help feeling happy to have him in my arms again, but the circumstances of his surrender taint it.
“No, that is not what you are asking me. You are asking me to risk your life in order to save his. That is much different,” he explains.
“It’s what I’m being asked to do,” I say quietly. “I think that this is undoubtedly about Russell…about saving Russell. He’s my soul mate. I owe him this.”
“Evie, if something happens to you because of him, I’m not sure I will be able to stop myself from killing him,” he says fiercely.
“Shh, Reed, it’s going to be okay,” I say, smoothing his hair back gently with my hand. “Can I tell him? You know, about what I saw before and his necklace?”
Reed is quiet for a while, and I am aware that he is struggling with what to tell me. Finally, he lets out a long breath and speaks slowly. “I think that, if you tell him what will happen, it would be like making it preordained, with a fixed outcome. There may be no way to change it if he were to know prior to the event.”
“So, you’re saying that, if I tell him anything, I could be sealing his fate?” I ask him, shuddering as I think that I could’ve easily told Russell this evening.
“Yes,” he says reluctantly as if he much prefers that outcome.
I hug him tighter when I catch a glimpse of Reed’s side of this. If Russell doesn’t survive, then there would be no question of who I am supposed to be with, since Reed would be the only one left to claim me. By helping me, he is risking losing me to Russell.
“Why are you helping me save Russell?” I ask him.
“I don’t know what losing him will do to your soul. It seemed pretty happy when he kissed you tonight,” he replies casually, but he presses his body closer to mine possessively.
I flush with embarrassment and regret as I close my eyes and bury my face in his chest. “I’m very sorry,” I choke. “I didn’t intend for that to happen, please believe me when I say that it’s you that I want.”
Reed’s voice is tender when he breathes, “I know. I watched you push him away and deny what your soul wanted. Why did you do that?” he asks.
“Because he can’t kill the pain of not having you,” I say bluntly, bringing my hands down to his chest. “Why aren’t you shouting at me,” I ask shamefacedly.
Reed’s cheek softly brushes against mine as his shoulders round toward me protectively. “Because I realized how much you must want me if you could resist that kind of pull from your soul…it is humbling, the way you are determined not to give me up. You are so obstinate, Genevieve, what am I going to do with you?” he asks, resting his forehead against mine.
“Not obstinate, but you’re right, I’m determined,” I reply. “And, what is it that you would like to do with me?” I ask him, smiling devilishly into his green eyes, hoping that he would forgive me for the kiss on the beach.
Reed’s eyes darken. “I want to get you out of here, go, and never look back,” he states plainly, and I can tell he hasn’t quite given up on that plan.
“We can go wherever you want as soon as Russell’s out of danger. I promise. It will be just you and me,” I reply anxiously.
Reed’s arms tighten around me, and his tone is just as firm as he says, “No matter what, you cannot go into the Seven-Eleven without me again. Ever. Do you understand?” he asks me in no uncertain terms.
“I understand,” I agree immediately.
“I don’t know what to do anymore. You have me so wrapped around your finger I can hardly trust any of my decisions,” he says while he brushes my hair back from my face.
“You could stay the night. I don’t want you to go,” I reply, searching his eyes. I want to make sure that he isn’t going to go away again and have time to think about giving me up.
As if reading my thoughts, he smiles and shakes his head, saying, “Don’t worry, I plan to be so close from now on, you may have to reevaluate what it is you want.”
A sanguine smile plays upon my lips. “Reed, there is nothing that I want more than to always have you with me,” I reply.
But I soon find out that it takes strength and control in order to do nothing more than sleep next to Reed in my bed. I understand now what Russell had said about getting a tour of “the nicest parts of hell.” I think that Reed is affected as well by our close proximity, judging by the heavy sighs coming from him as I lay my head on his chest, listening to the powerful drumming of his heart.
At one point, I ask Reed, “Do you even need to sleep?”
“Yes, I sleep,” he replies, stroking my hair and I hear the smile in his voice. “But, I don’t require as much as a human does. I only sleep a couple of hours a night.”
“Oh, that must come in handy at tax time, when you have to account for all of your wealth,” I say, and I am gratified to hear him laugh. “I wonder if I’ll sleep less later.”
“I don’t know—I hope not,” he says seriously, which takes me aback.
“Why?” I ask.
“Because, this is nice,” he says, and his voice is so sexy, it makes me feel languid as I snuggle against him.
“Why did God bother with humans, when he already had such perfect creatures, like you?” I ask him offhandedly, because I’m struggling with what he can possibly see in me.
“Angels are not perfect, Evie. I have been among humans for a long time and I am only now beginning to understand what it is about them that is so compelling. Humans are so frail, and yet, they cling to life and to each other as if there is nothing else left for them. I used to be baffled by it, since I have lived in Paradise, and I know what awaits them. But, now, I am beginning to see what it is to need someone else so much, you would do anything just to be near her, to touch her, to love her,” he says, stroking my hair in a hypnotic way.
“What about half-breeds?” I whisper.
And I smile as he says, “Oh, especially half-breeds. I am extremely partial to half-breeds.”



CHAPTER 18
BIRTHDAY WISHES
“HI,” I WHISPER, smiling sleepily at Reed as I lift my head from his chest. Gazing at him, it’s amazing to me that he doesn’t look like he has been in my bed all night. He looks perfect.
Reed’s smiles, “Good morning.”
“This is way too perfect to be my life,” I murmur, putting my head back down and snuggling tighter to Reed’s side.
He laughs a little while he strokes my hair. “This is better. I like holding you while you are sleeping much more than…”
My brow wrinkles. “What?” I ask in confusion. Rising on my elbow, I catch his guilty expression. “Much more than what?”
Reed sighs. “Much more than sitting out on your fire escape,” Reed replies with reluctance.
My eyes widen, “You sit outside my window?” I ask. He nods slowly. “Why?”
“When you have nightmares, I sit on the escape, and your heart doesn’t race as fast,” he says, watching me for my reaction.
“Reed, I have nightmares every night,” I murmur.
Reed frowns. “I know,” he replies. “You sleep better the nearer I am to you. Maybe it’s because of our attraction, the pull we have for one another. But, I would probably do it anyway because…I cannot seem to stay away from you for long.”
My eyebrows rise. “You can’t stay away from me?” I ask him, not fully understanding what he’s saying, because for the past several weeks, he has done a pretty good job of staying away from me.
Reed’s lips flatten in a grim line. “During the day I stay far enough away from you so that you don’t know I’m there, but, at night when you are asleep…I can get closer,” he admits.
I frown. “Oh…” I breathe, trailing off.
Reed’s eyebrow arches. “Oh?” he asks.
“You have been protecting me without my knowing it?” I ask with my heart thumping harder.
“You have become my most important mission, Evie. Protecting you is all I want to do; everything else is minor in comparison,” he murmurs, like a confession.
“Um…okay,” I breathe.
“Okay?” he asks, hopefully. “You are okay with me protecting you?”
“I have let you protect me, Reed,” I reply in confusion.
Reed tries to suppress a frown. “No, you said I couldn’t be your bodyguard anymore.”
“What about formal?” I ask.
“You only asked me to ‘chaperone’ you,” he counters.
“I’d call what you did to Sebastian a little more than chaperoning,” I reply with a shiver. “So you’ve been watching me without me knowing you were there?” I ask, not sure how I feel about that.
“Yes…I’ve been waiting far too long for someone like you to just let something harm you,” he replies.
“Someone like me?” I ask him as my heart beats furiously.
“A light that moves me…a hand I long to hold…”
“Oh,” I reply, feeling completely happy.
“Oh?” he asks.
“So…you want your old job back?” I ask him shyly.
“I never allowed you to fire me,” he replies in a sexy smile. “What are you doing today?”
“Ugh, I have class. I can’t blow it off either, since I’ve done enough of that,” I say. “What about you?”
His eyes soften and become almost shiny. “I have a surprise for you, but it’s not ready yet, so you will have to wait until tonight,” he says. “You are planning to go to the costume party, right?” he asks, already knowing my plans.
My eyes narrow a little as I sigh, “Yeah, I’m supposed to go with Brownie and Buns. We have to show the Delts their last clue to finding their composite.”
“I will meet you at the party tonight,” Reed states definitively.
“I won’t see you until tonight?” I ask him in disappointment.
Reed’s hand comes up to cup my cheek, and then he slowly brushes his lips against mine. When he pulls away to gaze into my eyes, he says, “It will be worth it, I promise. You will like your surprise,” he smiles.
“What is it?” I ask him in a daze from his kiss.
“It’s a surprise, remember?” he asks in amusement.
“Okay,” I smile, too. “But, this better be good, because I’m giving up a whole day with you.”
“It will be worth it. I promise,” he murmurs against my lips, before kissing me gently again.
Rising from my side, Reed asks me to go over my plans for the day again. He is coming across as a little nervous, like he is afraid I’m going to do something dangerous or reckless before he sees me again. I assure him that I am only planning on going to my classes, and then to the costume party at the Delt house tonight.
Leaning down, Reed kisses me goodbye. “I will see you tonight,” he says with a sexy smile. As he straightens, his dark wings unfold from his back, spreading out around him like a mantle.
“Tonight,” I agree breathlessly, before Reed goes to the window and disappears from sight.
I get ready for class quickly after that, putting on Russell’s necklace so that I won’t lose it. I head to Saga for breakfast and find Freddie at our table.
His eyes are animated, so I quirk my brow, asking, “What’s up?”
“Happy Birthday, Evie!” Freddie says, grinning at me. “How does it feel to finally be considered an adult? You can vote now,” he beams at me, taking a sip of his juice.
“Is today the thirtieth? October thirtieth?” I ask incredulously.
“Uh huh…you didn’t know it was your birthday today?” he frowns.
I rub my forehead anxiously. “It must’ve slipped my mind. How did you know it was my birthday?” I eye him suspiciously; I can’t ever remember telling him the date.
Freddie sighs at me and says, “Freshman Directory, it was in your bio. Dude, I’ve never heard of anyone forgetting her own birthday before, especially a chick. You’re really sketchy, Evie.”
My eyes roll playfully. “Thanks, Freddie. You’re so sweet to get me just what I always wanted for my birthday: insults and a hard time,” I reply.
“I was going to tell you how shady it is to be born on devil’s night, but now that I’ve already given you enough grief, I’ll just give you your present. So, here you go,” Freddie says, placing a beautifully gift-wrapped box in front of me.
My eyes widen. “Freddie…you never cease to amaze me with your kindness,” I say honestly, staring at the package. “Why did you do this?”
Freddie’s brow wrinkles. “Because you’re my friend. Open it, Evie,” he says, smiling.
I pull the ribbon and paper off to find a polished wooden box, encrusted with dragonflies. “Oh, Freddie, this is beautiful. Where did you get it?”
“An antique store—this area is littered with them. But, that’s just the box, Evie. You have to open it,” Freddie says excitedly, and I hardly know what to do because this gift looks terribly expensive.
My eyes meet his blue ones as I say, “Freddie…you didn’t have to do this…”
He rolls his eyes. “Would you just open it? I got a really good deal on it—I’m very practiced at negotiations,” he says, winking at me.
“Okay…” I reply, before opening the box.
Inside the box is a round silver compact with an etched dragonfly on the lid. Three inset opals make up the torso of a dragonfly’s body. The ornate wings of the insect are incised into the silver lid of the compact. Running my fingertips over its cold surface, I trace the delicately carved lines of the wings. Looking up, I smile at Freddie, before opening the lid of the compact. Inside is a small mirror.
“Freddie,” I breathe his name reverently, “I’ve never had something so beautiful in my life. Thank you.” I close it with a snap and run my fingers lightly over the silvery surface again, feeling the coolness of each opal beneath my fingertips.
“It is a shame if my gift really is the prettiest that you have ever received,” Freddie says to himself, but since I have really good hearing now, I hear every word.
“Hey, what’d I miss?” Russell asks before sitting down on my other side with his tray of food.
“I gave Evie her birthday gift,” Freddie says, and I hold up the compact for Russell to see.
“Very pretty,” Russell says, smiling at me. He isn’t surprised, so he must know it’s my birthday, too.
“Happy Birthday, Red,” Russell says, pulling a small, unwrapped cardboard-box from his bag and placing it on the table in front of me. “I can’t wrap to save my life, sorry,” Russell adds sheepishly.
I frown and look from him to Freddie and back again. “Russell…I don’t need gifts,” I say.
“Yeah, ya do. Yer a girl—it’s like genetic or somethin’,” Russell says with a grin as he pushes it nearer to me.
I reluctantly open the box. Under the tissue paper, I find a silver bracelet with a small, metal pendant attached to it. Examining the pendant, it is a silver medal of St. Jude Thaddeus.
Quirking my brow at Russell, he smiles at me, saying, “It’s St. Jude. He’s the patron saint of desperate situations. I thought he might come in handy.”
His smile is warm, but I see something else in Russell’s eye…fear. He’s afraid for me.
Holding the bracelet out for him to take, I ask, “Will you put it on me?”
His fingers brush my palm as he picks up the bracelet. Holding my wrist nearer to him, he fastens the clasp. I jiggle my wrist so that the pendant rests on top.
My eyes cloud as I murmur, “Thank you, Russell.”
“I sincerely hope ya don’t need it, Red,” Russell says quietly, but we both know that it is more likely that I will.
I imagine him thinking about Sebastian and the minivan when he was picking out my birthday present. It occurs to me then that my life hardly resembles what it had been on my last birthday. It has become almost unrecognizable to me when I see it in those terms. Will it always be like this? Will a pendant be enough protection to see me through to the next birthday? Will Russell be there with me? I wonder.
Looking back at Russell, worry etches in his face. I smile reassuringly at him. “I have your necklace, Russell,” I say, reaching up to unclasp it from my neck. Handing it to him, he put it on. Remembering the pendants covered in blood, I shiver.
“Thanks,” Russell says, examining the clasp for damage. “I wonder how I lost it? It looks fine…must’ve just slipped off. Are ya cold?” Russell asks in concern when he sees me rub my arms to dispel the goose bumps.
“I’m okay. What are you guys doing tonight? Are you still going to the Delt costume party?” I ask, hoping they are. I need to stay as close to Russell as I can from now on.
“Yeah, I got invited to the party, since the Delts still seem to be interested in me as a pledge for next semester. Freddie said he’d come with me,” Russell replies, and I see the look that Freddie and Russell exchange. They’re coming to babysit me and I’m going to babysit Russell.
“Well, you two make a nice couple,” I say, trying to bring some levity to this birthday party. Freddie throws his balled up napkin at me while Russell just laughs.
“I’ve got to run. I’ll see you guys tonight. Thank you for my present, Freddie.” I say, leaning over and pecking him on the cheek. “And thank you for my present, Russell,” I say, but when I would’ve kissed him on the cheek, Russell turns his head fast at the last second, so I end up kissing him on the lips.
“Yer very, very, welcome,” Russell says smoothly, grinning at me with his dimples exposed.
“Russell!” I say in exasperation, and I hear him chuckling as I walk away.
**
Dead people! I think, while a cold shiver slips through me. I move entirely too close to Buns as we walk together to the Delt house. She finally just links arms with me to keep me from bumping into her every few feet.
“Sweetie, are you okay?” Buns asks as I sidestep another apparition in my path: a deceased middle-aged man in a hospital gown that seriously needs to have the back fastened more securely, since he is representing a really bad image of eternity. The next soul, however, is much worse. He is a young man who appears to have only recently died, based on his clothing. Judging by the way half of his face is scraped off, I’m guessing his motorcycle is buried next to him.
“Your wings are getting tangled in mine. Hold still, I’ll unhook them,” Buns groans.
I wait anxiously next to her as she unhinges the wing of her costume from the wing of my costume. Brownie is just ahead of us on the sidewalk, next to the pasty old lady soul with her just-as-dead cat. The cat is taking an interest in the lavender-color wings of Brownie’s angel costume, gazing at her feathers as if it would like nothing better than to spring at them.
Buns, Brownie, and I, along with their entire sorority house, have dressed up as those runway models that do the lingerie show attired as angels. I’m wearing a white camisole over a lacy push up bra. Along with an exceedingly short skirt and pink angel wings, my outfit is my way of being tongue-n-cheek about what I am. Too bad only Reed will get it. I had been fairly excited for this party, knowing that Reed will be here, but now the dead people are ruining it. They are literally everywhere. It’s like the cemetery is open and the ghosts are taking a holiday.
“I think I have our wings untangled. There, sweetie, that’s better,” Buns adds, brushing a stray piece of hair back from my brow.
She clips it back, using one of the golden butterfly clips that she and Brownie gave me for my birthday. She arranged all four of the golden clips artfully in my hair before we left the dorm this evening. “You look sexy, sweetie,” she says, smiling at me.
“Thanks, so do you,” I reply. “And thanks again for the butterflies. They’re so beautiful. They remind me of the Golden Goose,” I add, because they’re the same color as her car.
“You’re welcome again, sweetie. Brownie spotted them when we were out shopping, and we agreed that they were meant for you,” she smiles, leading me again towards the Delt party while I try not to walk through anybody disgustingly dead.
When we arrive at the Delt house, it is awash with scantily clad sorority angels. JT and Pete spot us as we walk up to the wooden deck of the house. JT is dressed as that really freaky guy from that slasher movie, wearing a mask and carrying a fake chainsaw that makes an authentic mechanized noise. As we approach him, JT waves the chainsaw menacingly; it’s buzz saw-like noise carves the air. Immediately, a sharp pain etches across my back, and a twitching sensation follows as adrenaline courses through my body. Anxiously, I look over my shoulder, thinking I snagged my costume on something, but I can’t see anything wrong.
Taking his mask off, JT grins at us, “We found the composite!” he notifies us. “Whose idea was it to hang it on the other side of the lingerie angel poster in our storage closet?” he asks, looking at all of us in turn.
“That was Evie’s idea,” Brownie replies, “she said it would be easier to try to hide the composite in plain sight than to try to take it somewhere and hide it. That way, a crime was never really committed, since we just moved the composite, rather than stealing it from the house. We were able to be honest with the Dean when we told him we didn’t take the composite, and we knew that none of you would take the poster down, not with angels in lingerie on it,” Brownie says, beaming at me.
“That’s sick, Evie. You’re wicked,” JT says appreciatively, saluting me with his beer bottle.
Feeling my back twitch again, I reply distractedly, “JT, I think it was Nietzsche who said ‘Gaze into the abyss, and the abyss gazes into you.’”
JT roars with laughter, and I think that Pete enjoys my comment, too, but I can’t quite tell because he is wearing an old, white hockey goalie mask, so I can’t see his face.
“Come on, Evie, let’s get you a drink,” JT says, still laughing as he leads us in the door.
We find several coolers of beer set up in the billiard room, and when we walk in, we receive cheers from the room of frat boys. Taking our bows, we are each handed a beer from the cooler. As the girls talk to Remy, I glance around and notice Will in the corner of the room, watching me. Holding my breath, I freeze as he nears me, his ghostly image raising the goose bumps on my arm.
Feeling myself growing pale, I whisper to Will, “What do you want?” before I face a composite on the wall, so no one will see me talking to myself.
“Reed spoke to me about you. He asked me to keep an eye on you if I saw you around campus. I’ve been looking for him—came here to warn him. Word is out about you in my community. The dead know that there is a human here what can see them, so they’ve come to enlist your services, ma’am,” he says grimly, not looking at me as he speaks, but constantly scanning the room as if making sure that no one observes us.
I cringe. “I’m only half human,” I correct him softly.
A crooked smile touches his ghostly lips as he says, “Yes ma’am, I reckon you are at that, but none of ‘em have reckoned that…yet.”
My hand tightens on the bottle in my hand. “You mean all these dead people are here to see me?” I whisper in bewilderment.
“Yes, the old bat that lives in the Fine Arts building saw your reaction to me on the porch and told everyone she knows that there’s a seer on campus. It’s no wonder her husband killed her,” he mutters in displeasure, “she can’t keep her mouth shut for a second. Most of the souls want you to contact their loved ones for them…the ones that still have loved ones, that is.”
My eyes lift to his as my jaw tightens in fear. “I can’t do that, Will. I’m trying really hard to keep a low profile here,” I say helplessly.
“Yes, I reckoned that, too. Reed told me. You need to pretend like you can’t see us. The other souls don’t know who you are; they’re just hoping to stumble across you,” he replies sagely. “You should go hide until they give up looking for you. This is gonna attract attention. Attention you don’t want,” he says significantly, allowing his eyes to rest on me briefly, to see if what he’s saying is getting through to me. Judging by the way my legs have gone numb with fear, I’d say I get the picture.
“Thank you for the warning, Will. I’ll be leaving as soon as I can,” I reply. Will nods, and then he disappears through the exterior wall of the fraternity house.
Intent on leaving, I sneak by Brownie and Buns. I don’t know how to explain to them sufficiently that I have to leave the party tonight because the dead want to commune with me. I will have to think of something to tell them later, after I am safe.
Leaving the billiard room, I turn the corner to head out the front door, but I stop when I see two young men just beyond the threshold of the entrance. Neither one of them is wearing a costume, but that’s not what gives me pause. What gives me pause is that they both have that shine to them that is becoming familiar to me. By shine, I mean unbelievable beauty, the type of beauty that humans rarely possess, the type of beauty that I’ve only seen in the faces of angels.
They haven’t seen me, not yet anyway, and I am grateful that someone has started the music because the thumping of the bass is probably helping to camouflage whatever it is that my heart likes to do to give me away. Creeping down the hall, I crouch down in order to keep several people in the angels’ direct line of sight. As the crowd gets thinner toward the end of the hallway, I straighten up, trying to appear to be walking like a “normal human” if the angels happen to glance my way.
Making it to the end of the hallway, my blood pounds in my ears, and I am having trouble breathing evenly. Intense fear washes over me. Every cell in my body screams for me to turn around and check where the angels are in proximity to me, but I resist doing so.
Rounding the corner hurriedly, I walk right through a soul who must have had his head beaten in with a baseball bat. His jaw hangs askew, and he has lost most of his tongue. His left eye is out of its socket and is sort of hanging there, still very much attached. He looks atrocious. I can’t contain the gasp that the sensation of being inside of him elicits from me. It feels like I am in a freezer and I am being shocked by static electricity; it isn’t really painful, it’s just scary.
Noticing my reaction, he turns back around and says, “Hey! I’ve been looking for you!” but it doesn’t come out very clear because he has a lisp from only having a partial tongue.
Pretending not to have heard him, I hurry down the back stairs to the rear exit. I move supernaturally fast in my haste to get away, hoping that no one is around to observe me. I make it through the exit and into the parking lot in back.
“Red! Just the gal I was hopin’ to find and lookin’ heavenly might I add. Freddie just went inside to look for ya,” Russell grins at me under the soft yellowish-glow of the floodlights.
Russell is wearing a white toga and looks every inch the Greek Senator with the red, theatrical cape, a green-leafed laurel in his hair, and leather sandals, but playtime is over for me. I have to escape the warriors that stalk the house in search of the creature that has attracted the souls to it. I don’t intend for them to find me here.
Feeling ghostly pale, I say, “Russell, listen to me carefully and don’t interrupt. I’m about to have an occasion to use that birthday present that you gave me today. There are two Sebastians inside, and I think they’re looking for me. I have to leave. Call Reed; tell him I’m going to his house. Do you understand?” I ask him, while my voice trembles in fear.
Russell stares at me for a moment before he nods and all signs of the grin vanish from his face. Moving toward me, he catches me up in his embrace, squeezing me hard. “I can drive ya, let me get a car,” he says, but I shake my head.
“I’ll be okay. I have to go now before they find me,” I whisper in his ear. “You do know that I love you, right? “ I ask him softly. “You’re my best friend.”
He squeezes me tighter, burying his face in my neck for a brief second before setting me back on my feet. “I know,” he replies. “Go,” he says with fear in his eyes. I go, and I can only imagine what Russell must think as he watches me disappear in an instant from his sight, leaving behind the fake pink wings I had worn for the party.
Gliding through town silently, my feet make almost no noise as they hit the ground lightly, propelling me nearly effortlessly forward at a dizzying speed. Fear spreads through me, making this run less than enjoyable. I constantly look over my shoulder to see if I am being pursued. I run up the long drive of Reed’s house, only slowing to open the front door and enter at a normal rate of speed because I am conscious of the fact that Andre might be around. I think briefly of knocking, but I am too freaked out to rest on manners, so I barge right into the foyer.
“Reed,” I call loudly, even though I know full well that if he is in the house, he will hear me, even if I whisper his name. I recognize right away that he is not home, since there are no butterflies taking flight in my stomach. Damn, where are you? I wonder.
A soft rustle of fabric coming from the library down the hall, alerts me to the fact that someone is here and has gotten up from a chair in the library. Walking forward and hoping to speak to Andre, I only make it to the front of the staircase when I stop dead in my tracks, because it isn’t Andre that I heard in the library. It isn’t even human but angelic.
I scan the perfect figure of the angel in front of me. He looks to be around twenty. Dressed casually in jeans and a t-shirt, he manages to make the simple outfit sexy. He is tall and well proportioned with thick brown hair and ice-blue eyes, the kind of eyes that are seen once and never forgotten because they are impossibly blue. The scowl registering on his face as he scans me, however, detracts somewhat from the beauty of the whole package, leaving me with the impression that I would prefer ugliness, any day of the week, to this reaction from perfection. When he speaks to me in his angelic language, he uses a commanding tone. Of course, I don’t understand a word of it, but it is lovely, whatever it is he is saying.
Hesitating, I see that he is waiting for a response from me, so I lift my shoulders in a shrug. Slowly, his dark-brown eyebrows pull dangerously close together over his ice-blue eyes. Then, my fear doubles as a low, primal growl accompanies his severe frown.
I quickly try to speak past the tightness in my throat. “I’m sorry,” my voice shakes, “I don’t understand your language. You’ll have to speak English.”
His eyes widen as one eyebrow arches a little. It takes a moment before his brows draw together again. Realizing my situation is bleak, I glance over to the front door, gauging the distance to it. It is too far away for me to escape. Looking over my shoulder, I notice the staircase leading up to the second floor. Without premeditation, I start inching my way backward toward it, deciding to try to flee upstairs. I have to at least attempt to escape, even though I’ve already surmised that it is nearly pointless to do so. The angel in front of me is a lethal killer; I probably don’t stand a chance. Please, God…I need a distraction.
The phone in the angel’s pocket begins ringing; I flinch at the sound of it. Never taking his eyes from me, he pulls his phone from his pocket, answering it. He doesn’t speak to the caller, but instead, he’s listening to whatever the caller tells him.
My heart aches in my chest as I continue to inch my way back toward the staircase. Putting my foot on the first step and my other foot on the second step, I climb backwards up the stairs, still facing the predator in front of me. The angel’s blue eyes follow me, but he hasn’t made a move toward me yet, even though he is assessing everything that I do.
I am startled by the angel’s soft, deadly tone as he says, “No, I think I will stay. Something very interesting just walked in.”
The caller must be saying something else because the angel just listens again. I put my foot on the third step and the other one on the fourth step, moving up the stairs while he tracks me with an intensity that makes me sweat. Feeling a twitch move across my back, I ignore the foreign pain, continuing to focus on the threat in front of me.
The angel’s frown becomes sinister. “Why have you not taken care of this yourself?” he asks in disgust.
As I put my foot on the fifth step and the other one on the sixth step, the angel growls at me; it is a deeply terrifying sound, making my heart slam against the walls of my chest. I freeze where I stand on the sixth step.
The angel’s voice booms loudly as he snarls into his phone, “You are willing to take that chance?”
Stiffening at his fury, my legs shake beneath me. The angel looks away from me then, toward the front door, so I put my foot on the seventh step and the other one on the eighth step. He glances back in agitation, glaring at me. I freeze on the steps, pretending that I haven’t moved while he wasn’t looking.
His jaw becomes rigid. “It has redemption—not if I send it back to the abyss…” the angel says in a scathing tone.
I put my foot on the ninth step, and the other one on the tenth step, before feeling a tearing pain across my back. It makes me take a deep, gasping breath in. Trying to ignore the pain, because it isn’t as significant a threat as the angry angel only steps below me, I slide my hand up the railing, still trying to edge my way upward.
“Maybe you have lost your perspective in this matter,” the angel injects into the phone again, taking his eyes from me to gaze around in exasperation.
I put my foot on the eleventh step, and I nearly have my other foot on the twelfth step when a slicing pain stops me. In my next breath, all the air in my lungs is forced out of my body. Looking down at the angel below me, I try desperately to gauge his reaction to what is happening to me. He is completely still, watching me with his cold blue eyes. Another punch rocks me, and as I gasp again for breath, something forces its way through my back with the sound like a parachute releasing into the wind. A rending, tearing sounds at precisely the same time as my shirt and bra fall away from my body, leaving me half naked on the stairway.
Bringing my hands up to my breasts, I cover them from the stranger in front of me. Shock tears through the confusion in my mind as I realize I’ve just sprouted wings. Chancing another glance at the angel below me in the foyer, he regards me with something like surprise in his beautiful eyes. Seeing that this is my best chance for escape, I take it.
Turning swiftly, I sprint up the remaining stairs with my wings stretching out and moving of their own volition. When I make it to Reed’s room, I burst through the door, slamming it closed behind me and locking it securely in place. Backing away from the door, I just manage to clear it before the angel on the other side kicks it in. Freaking strong angel!
I continue to back up with my arms crossed in front of my body. He follows me into the room; his sharp, predatory eyes stalk me, and for a moment I feel as if I can see myself reflected in their icy depths. I can’t sense even the smallest hint of mercy or compassion in him for me. He’s going to kill me in Reed’s room. What if Reed walks in before he’s done? Will he kill Reed, too? I wonder, and then I still.
“Was that Reed on the phone?” I ask him. He doesn’t answer, but he stops his pursuit of me for the moment. “He’s coming here, isn’t he?” I ask, panicking again. My question is met with silence. “You’re going to kill me aren’t you?” I state rhetorically, knowing that it is his intention. “You’ll need to hurry. I don’t want Reed to walk in while you’re doing it. He will try to defend me, and I don’t want him hurt. So, just do it fast…please,” I say, straightening up out of the defensive crouch I had adopted at some point in my retreat.
I can’t seem to drop my arms to my sides, so I hug them over my breasts and close my eyes. My breath comes in short gasps, and my heart drums like the wings of a hummingbird. I hear the clocks in the house all ticking in synchronization. How Reed managed that, I don’t know, but they keep perfect time together. I also smell Reed’s scent in the room, and it is a little comforting to me.
As the moments pass, I grow nervous about the time. The clocks keep ticking. Time is running out. Reed will be back at any time. Fear chokes me while beads of sweat run down the sides of my face and I swipe them away shakily with the back of my hand.
“Why are you afraid? I was told you have redemption,” the angel sneers from in front of me.
I moisten my lips in order to speak because my mouth has gone so dry. “Maybe it’s the human side of me that fears death,” I reply in a near whisper, not opening my eyes. “This life is all I can remember. It’s all I know—and I don’t know that I will be granted redemption. Reed seems to think so, but there is a chance that I’m evil…in which case, you’d be sending me to Sheol. I hear it’s not very fun there, so I’m hoping that Reed is correct. But, whichever way, I guess I’m about to find out. If I see you in Paradise, then, no hard feelings—if I don’t, well then, good job. Either way, you have my forgiveness if you do this before Reed gets here.”
“You have a serpent’s tongue. Why would you forgive me?” he asks me, angry now…or frustrated.
I don’t hesitate when I answer him, “Because the worst thing I can imagine is that Reed would cease to be on any plane of existence. I can forgive anything short of his annihilation. Please, do this now, before he returns,” I beg him, feeling dizzy with anxiety. I sway on my feet as trembling continues to take hold of me.
“Did you just plead for me to kill you?” the angel asks in an incredulous tone. He is still so near that I can feel his breath on my hair.
I open my eyes to see him standing in front of me, his ice-blue eyes boring into mine. “Umm…sort of, I guess so. I can do a better job, if you’d like.” I say, sinking to my knees, and resting my forehead against the carpet beneath me. “Please hurry, so you don’t have to hurt Reed,” I say softly.
“You are a Seraph, and yet you would bow to me?” he states with confusion in his tone.
Looking up at him from my position on the floor, my eyes widen when he sinks to his knees in front of me. “I’m sorry…I don’t know what a Seraph is,” I say, rising back up onto my knees and crossing my arms over my breasts again.
“You do not know what a Seraph is?” he asks me in shock. I shake my head, waiting for his reaction. “Seraphim are the highest order of Angels. They are God’s guardians.”
“How do you know I’m a Seraph?” I ask him haltingly, trying to ebb the trembling fear that shows no sign of lessening.
He reaches out, and I try not to pull away from him as he touches my wing; it flutters at the contact. “Your wings, they are fiery red,” he observes.
“They are?” I ask, because I haven’t actually seen them yet. I’ve been so focused on this predator, that I haven’t been able to evaluate them. Now, I glance back at them, seeing that they are, indeed, red, the deepest red. They are small too, reaching only to my waist, not the powerful wings that Reed possesses, I think in disappointment.
“Why are they so small?” I ask, and the disappointment is there in my tone.
The angel gives me a half smile, shocking me when I see it. “You have never seen your wings before tonight?” he asks me pointedly. I shake my head. “How old are you?” he asks curiously.
“I just turned eighteen.” I say shivering as my body is starting to sag from fatigue that fear has wrought upon it. A thought creeps into the back of my mind and takes root in my consciousness. Before I can stop myself, I ask the angel, “What order of angel is Lucifer?”
Scanning my face with his ice-blue eyes, he says, “Lucifer is Seraphim.”
My breath catches as tears immediately cloud my vision. A couple of tears escape as I inhale my breath, trying to hold back the burning sob in my throat. Feeling as if I’ve been punched in the stomach, I ruthlessly reign in my emotions and gain control again. Using the back of my fist, I wipe my tears away, and then I cross my arms in front of me once again. I nod to him, acknowledging what he has just told me.
“If it’s all the same to you, I don’t want to know anymore. Let’s just get on with this, okay?” I say, feeling conquered.
“Get on with what?” he asks.
“The smoting…or is it smiting? Whatever you call it,” I reply in exasperation. “Before Reed gets back, remember?” I ask, trying to hold back my raw emotion.
“You do not know if the Fallen are responsible for you being here?” he asks, ignoring my question.
I shake my head. “I never met my father. I didn’t know that he was an angel until recently,” I reply.
His expression turns thoughtful. “There are many Seraphim where we come from, too. It would make sense for God to choose one among them to create you,” he reasons.
“Are you trying to make me feel better?” I ask tiredly, giving him a ghost of a smile. My head is pounding. I sway again as tiny black spots swim in my vision. “What order of angel is Reed?” I ask, catching myself and striving to maintain my balance by sitting back on my heels.
“He is like me, a Power angel. We are created to prevent the Fallen from taking over the world and to keep the universe in balance,” he replies with authority.
My lips turn downward. “And I seem to have been created to do the opposite. I throw everything off balance with my mere presence,” I state flatly.
One of his eyebrows arches cunningly. “Perhaps…or perhaps you are the perfect balance…human and angel,” he says as if he is considering all of the angles to our puzzle carefully.
Tires screech on the pavement just beyond Reed’s driveway, and my eyes snap open wider. Time is up for the bargain I would’ve made with this angel. The gravel in the drive crunches and sprays as the wheels of a car toss the pebbles recklessly behind it. Applying the brakes at what sounds like the last possible second, there is hardly a breath between that sound and the sound of Reed’s voice calling from the foyer.
“Evie!” he says, but I can’t answer him. I don’t want him to come up here. I want him to be safe. My eyes fall pleadingly on the angel in front of me, because only he has the power to make that a reality.
“She is here,” the angel replies, sitting back and continuing to watch me. In seconds, Reed is in the room and has me cradled in his arms. He presses my head into his chest, ignoring the fact that there is someone else in the room with us. “I did not harm her,” the angel speaks to Reed in a defensive tone.
Reed presses his forehead to mine while he ascertains that I’m intact, and then he lets me go, whirling on the other angel in the room. Reed’s shirt tears instantly and falls away from his body, while his gray wings arc out in menace. He flies at the other angel, driving him through the door and out into the hallway.
“Reed, don’t, he didn’t hurt me! Please stop!” I plead when they come crashing back through the doorway, grappling with each other.
The other angel sprouts his own light brown wings, which topples the furniture and knocks artwork from the shelves. He and Reed pitch back and forth near the center of the room like gladiators in an arena. Reed lands several brutal punches before the other angel throws him back. Reed continues stalking him, looking for another angle to penetrate his defenses.
“Zephyr,” Reed scowls blackly, “she is part human. Can’t you hear her heart racing? I’m surprised she hasn’t fainted from fear,” he grits out. “What did you do to my door?” he asks when he notices that it hangs at a severe angle from its hinges.
Zephyr maintains a defensive stance, shrugging his shoulders toward the door as he says, “She locked the door. I should have had her before she got here, but she is quick. I was surprised she could outrun me.” He smiles at me appreciatively, and I fight the urge to stick my tongue out at him.
“I thought you were going to kill me,” I say quietly, gaining their attention. I try to keep it, hoping to distract them from killing each other.
“I intended to kill you,” he says, and although his voice was very silky, I know he means every word he says. “The way Reed spoke of you on the phone, and then looking at you, I thought you had persuaded him to help you.”
“Why didn’t you kill me then?” I ask him out of morbid curiosity, seeing Reed grow more and more tense.
“You convinced me not to,” Zephyr replies, glancing at Reed to see that he is no longer out for blood, but listening to our exchange.
“How did I do that?” I ask tiredly, not understanding how I had convinced a hostile angel not to do what he is essentially programmed to do.
“You didn’t cower or bargain with me for your life, but offered your life to me to save Reed.” Reed growls in reaction to Zephyr’s words. “But, the fact that you granted me forgiveness for what I was about to do to you, that is what really tied my hands. You have such courage…”
“Zephyr, if you ever do anything like that to Evie again, you will pray for death,” Reed says in a quiet tone.
Zephyr grunts. They are eyeing each other speculatively as if to size up the competition, should that day come. Zephyr’s response shocks me more than anything else that I’ve been through tonight when he says in a serious tone, “I will kill anything that attempts to harm her.”
As I force my legs to move toward the attached bathroom, they feel heavy and lethargic. When I reach it, I close the door behind me, leaning against the wood feebly. I want to lock it, but I’ve been shown, first hand, that it won’t matter, should one of them really want to get in. Fighting the urge to fall apart right here, my throat burns with unshed tears, but I know that if I start crying, I won’t stop, so I try to hold them off. I’ll just stay in the bathroom until Zephyr goes away, I think.
After using the facilities, I go to the sink to wash my hands. Shock is the forefront emotion to what I see reflected in the mirror. I have indeed sprouted wings; there is no getting around it, and they aren’t just red, they are crimson. They are small, petite almost, by the standards I have seen for wings; those being Reed’s powerful charcoal-gray wings and Zephyr’s light brown wings. My wings only reach to my waist, while Reed’s are longer, almost the entire length of his body.
Can I move them voluntarily? I concentrate on lifting them, but I have little success. Maybe it’s because you’re tired, I think, seeing myself in the mirror. I look wilted. How am I going to put them away if I can’t seem to move them?
I can’t even get dressed! Feeling disgust, I turn away from the mirror and see Reed standing in the open doorway. I gasp, bringing my hands up to cover my breasts again.
Reed holds up his hand in a gesture of concern. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you. I brought you something to wear,” he says soothingly, entering the bathroom. In his hand he holds a long-sleeved, black garment that appears to be made of cashmere.
“How am I supposed to put anything on with these sticking out of my back?” I ask in a soft tone, not looking at him. I don’t want to see his reaction to my puny little wings that are bad-girl red.
“I bought several of these for you earlier, anticipating that you would need them. Here, this top slips on in the front and ties in back. You put your arms in the sleeves, and then a ribbon at the nape of your neck secures it in the back. The back of the garment is mostly bare until about midway, and then another ribbon threads through the fabric on both sides like a corset, so your wings can remain out or they can be retracted. You need only pull the ribbon tight and tie it in the back here at your waist. It will allow your wings to move freely while the fabric remains in place against your skin.”
I nod, taking the garment from his hand without looking up. Turning away from him, I slip it on. I attempt to tie the ribbon at the nape of my neck, but my hands shake, so I keep fumbling with it. Reed brushes my hands away gently, tying the ribbon for me. He then makes quick work of the ribbon at my waist. Turning me toward him again, he hugs me tight in his arms, and I nearly break down, but I manage to hold it in.
“You are so quiet, Evie. You have to tell me what you’re thinking,” Reed urges.
“I was thinking that this is a very clever design for a top. The material is so soft and warm. Thank you,” I say. “I was worried that I was going to have to wander around half naked until I can figure out how to retract my puny wings.” I say the last part with a measure of the contempt that I have for my new limbs.
“You don’t like your wings?” Reed asks me, sounding surprised.
“Not really…how come they’re so small, and why can’t I move them?” I ask him, looking at the middle of his chest.
I don’t even want to talk about their color, I think
“Evie, they are perfect,” Reed says, and when I frown, he lifts my chin so that I will meet his eyes. “Truly, they are perfect. They are small now because you are young. They will grow larger over time, but truly, they couldn’t be more beautiful than they are now. You will be able to control them soon. It will take some time, but you will learn,” he says as he gently strokes my wing.
“You like them?” I ask in surprise. “I thought there was something wrong with them.”
“Evie, you have no idea how much I like them,” he says ruefully. “You are the most beautiful creature I have ever seen.”
“How is that possible? They’re crimson!” I state blandly. “Why aren’t they white or grey, like yours?”
“They are crimson because you are a Seraph. If you were an Archangel, they would be white, or if you were a Power, like me, then they could be several other colors. Only Seraphim have your coloring, and that means you outrank Archangels, Thrones, Virtues, Cherubim, Powers…but don’t let it go to your head because you still have to listen to me while we are here,” he states, smiling.
“Don’t be ridiculous. How can I possibly outrank anybody? I’m a mutant, and if you hadn’t noticed, most angels would like nothing better than to crush the soul right out of me,” I reply dully. “You were right that day at registration, when you said we’re screwed. I’m screwed, aren’t I? I’m never going to survive.”
“You just did survive, against all odds. Zephyr is a machine when it comes to killing the Fallen…and yet, you managed to survive him,” Reed says soberly. “Not only that, I would lay odds that he would fight to protect you as well. You have won him over, and he is a powerful ally. You also survived the other one, at the formal, and you survived me as well. You have some sort of power over us. It seems that, in each situation, you find the weakness that turns us to your side. Even the fallen one was captivated.”
“I survived Sebastian because you were there, and as for you, well, I had the butterflies on my side,” I reply softly. “And I’m not so sure about Zephyr. He scares me to death.”
Reed’s face turns grim as he says, “I am sorry that I wasn’t here tonight. When I think of what might have happened to you…I don’t know what I would have done if he had harmed you,” he says anxiously. “I went to Chicago to pick up your birthday present. I was going to give it to you at the party, but Russell called me when I was on my way back to town. He told me you were coming here and why. I had already received a call from Zephyr, telling me he was here because there were souls hovering all around town. I cannot think of what stirred them all up…” he says in frustration at the bad timing.
“Zephyr isn’t the only angel in town, Reed. I spotted two more at the Delt house when I was there. I asked Russell to call you—Russell! I have to call Russell and tell him I’m okay. I left him at the party, and I was in a hurry—he knew why I had to go. He must be so worried…and nobody is watching him!” I gasp, gripping Reed’s hand urgently, brushing aside the fact that I know exactly why the souls are walking around town. “Please, let me use your phone.”
Reed hands me his phone, but I pause before dialing. I hear a crunch of tires on the gravel driveway outside, announcing a new visitor is arriving and at breakneck speed, by all indications. The car comes to a quick halt near the door to the house. Then, someone shoots out of the car, not even bothering to close the car door.
The front door opens up with a crash as Russell calls out, “Red!”
“Damn! It’s Russell, what do I do? He can’t see me like this! How do I get these things back in?” I ask Reed urgently, turning back to the mirror. I try to move them again, but they won’t budge.
“Don’t worry, I will just persuade him to leave,” Reed starts to say until I grab his arm.
“No, you can’t do that! I’m supposed to be watching Russell, remember? You have to get him to stay, and you have to help me get rid of my wings!” I plead.
“But, I like your wings,” he says, smiling sweetly while stroking them again.
I swear, if he keeps doing that I might purr like a kitten. Don’t think about that right now, just concentrate!
“Please!” I say through gritted teeth, closing my eyes and balling my hands into fists.
He is out of the bathroom in seconds, but I don’t have much time to wonder about where he has gone because he is back almost instantly. Carrying with him a full glass of what suspiciously smells like cognac, he offers it to me, saying, “Drink this. It will help you relax, and then you should have some hope of retracting them. They won’t go back in if you’re panicking. I’ll go speak to Russell, and then I’ll be back.”
A second later, Reed is gone again, and I hear him speaking to Russell in the foyer below. Shortly after that, he leads Russell toward the library. Since I don’t have time to waste on savoring my cognac, I gulp it down in one long swallow, and then I almost die. I cough and wheeze and can only breathe shallowly for a couple of minutes.
Reed tries to suppress a laugh as he enters the bathroom again. “Evie, I will never be bored with you around. Did you just drink that whole glass?” he asks me, smirking.
“Yes. Now, show me how to make my wings go back in,” I say, while wiping tears from my eyes that have nothing to do with emotion and everything to do with the cognac I just ingested.
“You have to calm down…relax,” Reed whispers as he leans close to my ear, tickling it with his breath.
“How am I supposed to relax? Russell is downstairs with the angel who was going to kill me just a few minutes ago, and I’m stuck up here with a set of bright red wings sticking out of my back, and you’re not helping me!” I say in frustration, attempting to will my wings back into my body. Glancing over at Reed, he’s smothering a grin. “You’re laughing now? This is funny to you?” I ask.
“Well, you should have seen the look on Russell’s face when I introduced him to Zephyr. He looked rather annoyed that you are here alone with us,” Reed says, smiling. “Zephyr wasn’t too pleased to meet Russell either. I wonder why…”
“Reed! Go downstairs and make sure Zephyr doesn’t kill Russell,” I say adamantly.
“Zephyr wouldn’t hurt Russell…unless Russell says something stupid,” Reed replies, unconcerned as he leans against the countertop.
“Reed! Help me!” I plead desperately.
“You want my help?” he asks, and I nod my head, glaring at him. “Okay, I will help.”
He pushes off from the counter, approaching me slowly, never taking his eyes from mine. Swiftly, he picks me up off my feet, seating me roughly on the counter. A surge of thrilling anticipation courses through me instantly while I wait to see what he will do next.
Standing between my legs, he pulls the butterfly clips from my hair, one by one, setting them on the counter, while my eyes devour every lovely contour of his angelic face. My hair hangs loosely down my back, until his hand slips under the mass of it at the base of my neck, gathering it tightly in the fist of his hand. Pulling my head back, so that my face tilts upward, he lowers his lips with agonizing slowness to mine. When our lips finally meet, his kiss sears me more intoxicatingly than the brandy, causing my face to flush and my breathing to become desperate. Gripping his upper arms with my hands, my nails dig into him lightly as I try to pull him closer to me.
“That is it, Evie, try to pull me to you,” Reed whispers against my lips. Wrapping my legs around his waist, I kiss him with all the desperate passion that I thought, only minutes before, I would never get to share with him again. Then, Reed pulls away from me.
Intense frustration shoots through me then as I open my eyes. “Why are you stopping?” I demand breathlessly, searching his face, which looks a bit too smug for my liking.
“You did it,” he smiles. I must seem confused because he adds, “your wings…” and he points to the mirror behind me.
Looking over my shoulder, I can no longer see my wings in the mirror. I am back to looking human again, but I can’t help feeling disappointment because it hadn’t taken very long at all and the method of getting them to retract is very, very, satisfying.
“Oh,” I say lamely, touching my fingertips to my swollen lips. “I thought you said I had to relax. I don’t feel relaxed.” I feel like I’m being consumed by fire, I think to myself.
“This was the other way to do it,” Reed replies with smoldering eyes. “You were so focused on pulling me to you that you were able to do that to your wings.”
“Oh,” I say again lamely, “thanks.”
“No, thank you,” he says softly, leaning forward and caressing my neck with his lips. Then, he whispers, “Do you want to go downstairs now?”
“Downstairs?” I stutter.
“Russell…library…” he replies, still kissing my neck lightly.
“Umm…ahh…yes,” I groan, pulling away from him. “I’d better go downstairs before Russell starts looking for me. I don’t want to try to explain what happened to your room.” Jumping down from the counter, I have to steady myself against it as the alcohol I had just chugged begins to “relax” me. “This should be interesting,” I mutter, squaring my shoulders. “Zephyr is still downstairs?” I ask, hesitating because I don’t think that I really want to ever see him again.
“Yes. He is still here. He wants to speak with you further. You are fascinating—I don’t think I am going to be able to get him to leave willingly until you answer more of his questions,” Reed replies, leading me out of the bathroom.
“What if I get the answers to his questions wrong?” I ask as fear shoots through me again, making my wings restlessly twitch inside of me. I have to calm down or they are going to come popping out of me again. I take a deep breath, trying to relax.
“You won’t get them wrong,” Reed says reassuring me, while walking with me hand-in-hand toward the library.
I don’t have time to worry about what Zephyr might do because Russell immediately rises from his chair when he sees me. Before I can say a word, he lifts me off my feet, embracing me in a bear hug that forces the breath from my body; I feel oddly comforted by it, even as low growls come from both of the angels in the room.
“How did you get here so fast, Russell?” I ask him, hoping he will set me back on my feet before one of the angels decides he has hugged me long enough. Judging by their impatient breathing, it isn’t going to be long from now.
“I told Freddie I forgot somethin’ at our dorm, so he lent me his keys. I still had my clothes in his car, so I changed on the way,” Russell says grimly, indicating the jeans and t-shirt he is wearing instead of the toga I had left him in earlier. He sets me back on my feet, but holds my hand in his. “But, ya beat me here…” he trails off.
Feeling myself paling, I murmur, “Yeah, I beat you here.”
His eyes narrow as he says, “I saw the ones you were talkin’ ‘bout when I went inside to get Freddie’s keys—the Sebastians. I’m startin’ to be able to recognize y’all,” he says, turning to Reed. “Just look for the super attractive people in the room, who seem to have a glow about ‘em, and my skin’s crawlin’ instantly,” Russell says in a surly tone. “They were definitely lookin’ for somethin’. And they kept talkin’ to the walls. It was creepy,” Russell adds as a shiver escapes him.
Stealing a glance at Zephyr, I try to judge his reaction to what Russell is saying. What will Zephyr do if he realizes that Russell is figuring out what they are? Sitting back in his chair, Zephyr toys with the glass in his hand. His eyes aren’t on Russell, but instead, he is studying me.
I pull Russell over to the sofa. Sitting down in the middle of it, I make Russell sit next to me. “Did they realize that you were watching them?” I ask him pointedly.
“I don’t think so,” he says. Rising from the couch, I go to the bar in the corner. Pouring a glass of whatever the amber liquid is, I walk back, handing it to Russell. Taking it from me, he sips it as I sit down next to him again. Reed sits next to me on the opposite end of the couch. “Are ya one of them, Red?” Russell asks, indicating Zephyr, and then Reed with a movement of the glass in his hand. I sit silently for a second, trying to formulate a response to his question, since he always knows when I am lying. But he goes on before I can speak. “I’ve never noticed that glow in ya…before tonight…but it’s there, like yer bein’ lit from the inside. Yer skin, it shines a little, like theirs,” he says, indicating Zephyr and Reed again.
“It does?” I ask him faintly, looking down at my arm as if it is a stranger’s arm and not my own. My skin does have a shine, a dim illumination to it that I have never noticed before. I wonder if it is an aftereffect of my wings popping out of me. Looking again at Russell, he nods sadly at me. I frown in concentration, saying, “I don’t know what I can tell you, Russell, but maybe it will be all right to tell you this: I’m not one of them…” I say, watching Russell exhale in relief at my words. I almost make up my mind not to finish, but I owe him some kind of an explanation, so I continue, “And I’m not one of you either…I’m, well, I’m a little of both.”
He doesn’t speak; he just stares at me with a mixture of shock and pain on his face. He needs more of an explanation, so I rush on, “You know how I said that I didn’t really have parents? Well…my mother is dead. She died giving birth to me, but no one really knows who my father is. I don’t think there is any question anymore that he is very much like Reed,” I explain, praying that this will be the last time I am responsible for the pain in his eyes.
Why do I keep doing this to him? I keep hurting him, I think with remorse.
“How long have ya known this?” Russell asks me pointedly, his glare pinning me to my seat as he disengages his hand from mine.
“I figured it out right before you started dating Candace,” I whisper. “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t tell you. There are these rules, and—”
“What rules?” he asks disgustedly as his pain is rapidly turning to anger.
I’m not doing this well! He doesn’t understand. I have to do something, but what? I think in desperation.
“I can’t tell you.” I say lamely, reaching for his hand that he had withdrawn from me, but he pulls his hand back from me, so I can’t take it in mine again.
“Ah…more secrets, of course, why am I surprised? They know, don’t they?” Russell asks rhetorically, looking at Reed and Zephyr. I nod lamely, which only seems to be making him angrier. “So yer sayin’ yer half human and half…” he trails off, waiting for me to fill in the blank. He looks at each of us in turn, and when we all remain mute to his question, he says, “Y’all are creepy. I gotta go.”
“Russell, don’t go…” I say as he gets up from the sofa.
“Why? Are ya gonna explain to me what’s goin’ on here?” he ask sarcastically. “‘Cuz I gotta tell ya, Red, I feel like y’all are playin’ a game with me, and I don’t know the name of the game, or how to play it.”
“Trust me, Russell, this isn’t a game,” I say adamantly.
“Then, tell me, Evie,” Russell grits out, while pulling his hand through his tawny hair.
“I can’t,” I say in frustration at his stubborn insistence at knowing what will seal his fate.
“Bye,” Russell says, walking toward the door of the library. I twist around on the sofa, driving my knees into the cushion.
“Russell, remember when we were on our way back from the formal, and I kept begging you to go back, so that we could help Reed fight Sebastian?” Russell pauses at my words. “Remember what you said to me? You told me to shut up, that you weren’t going to take me back there. You said the only way you could protect me was by not going back, and that you’d protect me, even if I didn’t like it. Well, the only way I can protect you is if I don’t tell you everything you want to know now, and I’ll keep my mouth shut, even if you don’t like it.”
“Yeah, I remember, Red. I still gotta go. I’ll see ya later,” he says, not turning around, but walking out of the library. I would’ve followed him, but Reed holds me by the wrist, so that I can’t get off the couch.
“Let him go, Evie. He has to figure it out on his own, and you won’t be helping him if you say more,” Reed reasons with me when I struggle to break away.
Turning back around, I slump against the cushion. “How am I going to protect him, if I’ve completely alienated him? He thinks I’m creepy…” I say sadly.
“You are not creepy,” Reed says soothingly, taking my hand.
“You’re not a good judge of creepy, Reed, since you’re creepier than I am,” I say warily, looking over at Zephyr when I hear him laughing at my comment. “I wouldn’t laugh too hard, pal, because you’re the creepiest one of us all.” This has them both roaring with laughter. I am not amused, since I am being entirely serious.
Zephyr beams at me, “Evie, just when I despaired that there would never be anything new under the sun, you come along to save me from my boredom.”
“I’m delighted that you find me amusing, but at the risk of sounding rude, how long are you planning on staying?” I ask with faux sweetness.
“As long as you need me,” Zephyr replies in a gentle tone. Then, he directs his comments to Reed. “Where will you move next? I have several options, if you need them. We need to train her to defend herself, once she is stronger. Do you plan to recruit more help? I can help with that as well.”
“I was thinking of somewhere less populated, Greenland or Iceland, but Evie doesn’t speak Danish or Icelandic. The Falkland Islands are an option; they are English speaking, for the most part anyway,” Reed counters rapidly.
They are talking about strategy and leaving. “I’m not leaving,” I say, getting up from the sofa to pace the room. Reed knows I can’t leave, so why are they discussing it?
“I may have a better option. It is a private island,” Zephyr says, ignoring me as he lays out an exit plan from Crestwood.
Feeling a sharp, painful movement in my back again, I know I have to remain calm. Stalking over to the bar, I pour myself a glass of the amber liquid from the beautiful decanter. I don’t know what they call it, but I call it liquid heat, since it burns even hotter than the brandy had when I take a giant sip of it.
Reed is by my side in a moment, taking the glass from my hand. He pours me some water and presses it into my hand. I sip it slowly, trying to regain my breathing. “I’m not going anywhere, Reed. You know I can’t leave,” I whisper.
Zephyr interrupts to say, “What are you saying, Evie? Of course you must leave here. There are souls roaming around this town. They are acting like a beacon, attracting all matter of things that you are unprepared to encounter.”
“I can’t leave Russell. He needs me, so I’m staying,” I say tightly.
“You are referring to the boy who just called you creepy? He is your soul mate, is he not?” Zephyr asks intensely, his piercing blue eyes missing nothing.
My wings move inside me again. Damn.
“I really don’t care if he finds me the most repulsive creature on Earth. I have to help him, so I’m not leaving. And Will already warned me about the souls. He said that the soul in the Fine Arts Building saw me talking to him and told all the other souls she knew about it. They’re all looking for me. Will said if I just pretend not to see them, that eventually, they’ll go away,” I say as nonchalantly as possible, sitting back down on the sofa. “I’ll just hide out until they go away.”
“Who is Will?” Zephyr asks with a puzzled frown.
Frowning, Reed replies, “Will is a soul.” To me he asks, “When did you have the occasion to speak to Will again?”
I explain the entire story to him about stealing the composite, the war on the beach, and Will’s warning tonight at the Delt party. Reed’s expression darkens, while his arms crossed in front of him, just like a parent. Zephyr’s brows rise, and he looks at Reed questioningly.
Reed, turning to Zephyr, says, “She just turned eighteen. I don’t remember being this irresponsible when I was eighteen, but then again, I hardly remember having been eighteen. And she has made some questionable friends.”
“Whose idea was it to dig the trenches on the beach, near the water?” Zephyr asks intensely, but doesn’t wait for me to respond before saying, “The fact that you were on sandy ground is good, because it’s not incendiary terrain, but it was traversable terrain, which means your enemy could not burn you out, but they could come to you. You allowed your forces to become isolated when you failed to employ watercraft, and you cannot fly yet, so that is not an option open to you. You then were in entrapping terrain, and you needed to move out of it quickly. When the enemy arrived with unexpected allies, your position became fatal terrain, which means you had to be prepared to fight with intensity and a will to survive, because to not engage would be to die. Who were your generals?” Zephyr demands.
“Zephyr, they are human children. They had paint guns. It was playtime.” Reed says seriously.
Zephyr, looking a little disgruntled, says, “I see. But still, Evie, you must learn to become unfathomable to your enemies, so that you may cast your enemies into positions from which they have nowhere to go,” Zephyr coaches, wanting to continue my tactical training. He seems genuinely concerned about my lack of knowledge of warfare. Something about that makes me soften toward him inexplicably. I smile at him, and he smiles back.
I stop smiling when Reed says, “Evie, we really do have to leave Crestwood now. This place is going to be crawling with curious angels.”
“No,” I reply, folding my arms in front of me, adopting my severest frown. “I’ll stay here, at your house, if you want me to and wait them out, but I’m staying in Crestwood.”
Zephyr sits back in his seat again and asks, “I am missing something, unless it is your strategy to be unorthodox?” Reed fills him in on my premonition at the 7-Eleven and the necklace falling from the light. Zephyr grunts when Reed finishes telling him everything that has been going on. “But, this is very, very dangerous for you. You do realize that, don’t you?”
“I can handle it. I can’t run, not from this. If I run now, Russell loses. I can’t have that. So, come up with a plan that involves us staying until Russell is safe, and I’ll follow it to the letter. I promise,” I say, reading the expression on Reed’s face. I turn to Zephyr and continue, “Zephyr, this seems to be your forte, how can we win this?” I ask, trying to motivate them to change tack to my way of thinking.
“Evie…” Reed says in a gentle tone, moving toward me slowly, and I know that look on his face; it is his this-is-for-your-own-good face.
“No, Reed,” I say furiously, gasping again as my wings shoot out of my back of their own volition. At least my shirt stayed on this time, I think instantly as I try to breathe evenly after having all the air punched out of my lungs again. When I regain my wits, I scowl, “Perfect! You see? I can’t even travel now. Not with these things coming out of my back when I get upset and I’ll be really, really, upset if you make me leave. You can count on that.”
“Zephyr, you didn’t stand a chance, did you?” Reed asks softly over his shoulder as he comes to sit next to me on the couch.
“Not really. You?” Zephyr asks, watching me as if I am an aquarium of rare tropical fish.
“Well, she didn’t have the wings then, but no, not really,” Reed replies humorlessly. Taking my hand in his, he says to me, “You are correct, Evie, we cannot travel now. We will have to stay until you adjust to your wings. So, you will be staying here, at my house, from now on.”
“Thank you!” I say, throwing my arms around him and hugging him enthusiastically. “You won’t regret this. I’ll be really, really low key. I’ll follow all of the rules.”
“Oh, there will be plenty of rules. Think of this house as a compound. From now on, you will need to be escorted to and from here,” he replies grudgingly. “Zephyr, are you staying?”
“You have to ask?” Zephyr replies. “There are two targets to defend. It will take skill to coordinate, and this will give me the perfect opportunity to teach Evie tactical strategy while we do it.”
“Thank you, Zephyr. If you’ll help me save Russell, I’ll completely forgive you for scaring the wings out of me,” I say, grinning at him now.
“And I am sure I will completely regret doing so, but if you will forgive me, then I must help,” he grins back.
As Reed and Zephyr discuss strategy, my very long day catches up to me. Resting my head against Reed’s shoulder, my eyes droop and I must’ve fallen asleep on the couch because the next thing I know I am being lowered into the bed I had slept in the last time I was here.
“Reed…what time is it,” I ask, trying to sit up in the bed.
“Shhh, it’s late. Get some sleep, Evie, you are exhausted,” he says softly.
“Where are you going? You have to stay. I haven’t had much time with you today, well, much time when we weren’t arguing about something. You didn’t tell me about Chicago.” I say, trying to keep my eyes open and only managing to do it for brief intervals.
“I can tell you tomorrow,” he says, smiling at my stubborn determination to stay awake.
“I’ll fall asleep faster if you stay with me,” I say, scooting over so that he can lie next to me.
When he relents and gets into the bed beside me, I hug him to me. “If I could save a moment of time, this would definitely be one. I never seem to get enough time with you,” I whisper dreamily, feeling his arms around me.
“Come away with me and you can have eternity with me,” he says, but his tone is strained with worry.
Smoothing my fingertips over his cheek, I say, “If I leave now, Russell will always be the regret that will lie between us, like a disease. I never want there to be anything between us. I want it to be just you and just me.”
Reed’s face inches closer to mine on the pillow as he says, “Let me try to explain something to you, Evie. All of these years that I have been here, it is as if I have been sleeping. I have to always pretend to be something that I am not—pretend to be human. When I am not pretending to be human, then I am hunting evil, vicious angels who want nothing more than to…” his voice trails off and there is hollowness in his tone that reflects the loneliness of his existence. “But now, I am awake, for the first time in my existence, and not only am I awake, but I feel flames when you are near me. You have changed things for me. There is no reason to pretend around you. If I had to live without you now…now that I know what I have been missing…” The need in his voice makes me want to promise him anything, give him anything, just to fill that void in him. “I cannot go back to sleep, Evie. You are the only thing that makes me want to live. If you leave here, if you ascend to Paradise, or even if you are cast into the abyss, or taken there by the Fallen…I will have to follow you, no matter where you go. Even if I have to pursue you into the dark…if you cease to be, then so will I. You are my sin and my redemption.”
“Reed, don’t talk like that—I would never want that for you, never.” I say, hugging him tight.
“Then it’s your job to survive. Promise me that you’ll do everything in your power to live,” he says.
“Shhh, Reed,” I say immediately, trying to soothe him.
“I mean it, Evie. I spoke to Zephyr, and he told me what you did—what you said—trading your life for mine. I can’t have that,” Reed whispers.
“Reed, I’ve never been in love before, and as far as being loved in return…never like this. There is no limit to what I would do for you,” I whisper to him, trying to make him see how much he means to me. “You make me want more—more time, more of your love, more of you—and I promise you, I’ll make sure you’re never, never bored again.”
“Evie, if I have you, I know I will never be bored again,” he smiles, and holds me until I fall asleep in his arms.



CHAPTER 19
ART EXHIBITION
IN THE MORNING, I awake to sun streaming in the windows of Reed’s guest bedroom. Reed is next to me when I open my eyes.
“This is for you,” he says simply, extending an ebony box to me. Taking it, I sit up and rest against the pillows.
What is it?” I ask with a small smile.
“Your birthday present. Open it,” he smiles at me with an air of anticipation.
When I lift the lid to the box, an exquisite necklace rests against a bed of black silk. I know absolutely nothing about jewelry, but the stone in the center of the platinum setting is the most beautiful gem I’ve ever seen. It is blood red in the shape of a shield.
“What is it?” I ask in awe as my fingers tremble a little when I touch the beautiful jewel.
“It’s a rock. I found it a long time ago,” he explains with a shrug.
“This is a rock?” I ask him as my eyes widen.
“Technically, it’s a red diamond,” he says, taking it from the box. I gather my hair and allow him to put it on me. “I cut the facet of the stone—shaped it—but I wanted to have it set properly, so I took it to a friend of mine in Chicago.”
When he finishes clasping it to me, I lift the gem to look at it as I say, “And you found this diamond?” I ask in disbelief. “Just lying around?”
“Yes. It reminds me of you…it, too, is full of hidden fire,” he says, his voice soft with affection. “Do you like it?”
“It’s perfect,” I breathe as I wrap my arms around his neck, hugging him tight. “When did you find it?”
“A few centuries ago—in Africa,” he replies.
“Of course you did,” I say to cover up my shock. “You’ll have to tell me all about it.”
**
I spend the next few weeks at Reed’s house waiting for the dust that I’ve unwittingly stirred up to settle. I can’t go to my classes, but Reed has taken care of that for me. He picks up all of my assignments from class, and then he tutors me so that I don’t fall behind. I can tell that he believes this is a waste of time, since he plans for us to leave Crestwood as soon as Russell is safe, but he is kind enough not to say it. I am hoping that I can stay long enough for things to go back to normal. Well, maybe not normal, because normal is a stretch for me, but back to the way things were before, so it will be safe enough to stay. I don’t want to leave Crestwood. I would miss Brownie, Buns, Freddie and…Russell.
Brownie and Buns think I am shacking up with Reed in our own private love nest. I let them think it because I can’t come up with a better excuse for me being here night and day. If they only knew the complete torture it is to try to sleep in the same house with Reed. His very presence sets my blood on fire, but I am completely breakable right now. Thankfully, my supposedly active love life doesn’t stop them from coming over to check on me daily. Since field hockey has ended for the season, I don’t have to make excuses for not going to practice. But, they are worried that I am getting too obsessed with Reed again.
“Sweetie, you should come back to the dorm. We miss you,” Buns says one night when we are sitting in Reed’s media room watching movies. Zephyr is here, too. He just can’t stay away when Buns and Brownie come over.
“I know I should go back to my room, Buns, but it’s just so much nicer here. You’re both welcome here anytime you want to come and hang out. Plus, this way, Zee can hang out with us, too.” I reply, gazing at Zephyr who is seated between Buns and Brownie, looking very content.
I think, secretly, both girls prefer coming here as well, because of Zephyr, but I don’t say it. So, things fall into a routine, of sorts. The girls visit me every day after class, and I scheme over ways to get through to Russell. I miss Freddie though. I talk to him every day on the phone, but he’s not into coming to Reed’s house to see me, which annoys me.
Reed invites my Uncle Jim to his home in Crestwood for Thanksgiving. It is under the guise that Reed would have to spend it alone, since his parents are supposedly in Europe on business. Since Uncle Jim and I usually just make a couple of turkey lunchmeat sandwiches to celebrate the occasion, Uncle Jim agrees to come to Crestwood to celebrate the holiday. When they meet again, Uncle Jim seems to really like Reed, but then, what’s not to like?
We pass Zephyr off as Reed’s cousin who has come into town at the last minute. It doesn’t seem like much of a stretch. They do have a fair resemblance to one another, since both Reed and Zephyr appear young, like they are entering their twenties. When you speak to them, however, it is absurd that no one can see that they can’t possibly be as young as they look. Neither of them can pull off slang well.
After the best Thanksgiving dinner I’ve ever tasted, all due to Andre and his sheer genius in the kitchen, Reed introduces my uncle to his gaming room. Uncle Jim finds particular interest in Reed’s high-tech, liquid-cooled Alienware Notebook. It is fun to watch my uncle and Reed with their heads together discussing gaming strategies and speculating on upcoming technologies. I enjoy spending the day with them, but in the back of my mind, I worry about Russell, who had gone home to be with his family.
Russell hasn’t spoken to me since my birthday, when he’d called me creepy. When school starts up again after the break, I try everything I can think of to get Russell to come to Reed’s house so that I can speak to him, but he ignores all of my attempts. I call him, and he won’t answer his phone. I leave him text messages, I send emails, and I even break down and write him letters. Reed will absolutely not bend when I plead with him to let me go and try to talk to Russell.
Zephyr, it turns out, is one of the best assets I could have ever prayed for because he agrees to watch Russell for me while I am grounded. He doesn’t complain about it either, at least, he didn’t complain until today. He walks in the door, going straight to the library to pour a drink from the bar. Following him into the room, I try to speak, but he holds up his hand to me, rubbing his head as if he has a killer headache.
After he has a few sips of his drink, he turns to me and says, “Explain the sour blond girl to me.”
“I’m sorry, the sour blond girl?” I ask him in confusion as I walk across the library to his side.
“Yes, the one that never stops speaking, but really has nothing relevant to say. The one that makes me want to kill something,” he expounds, and then takes another deep sip from his glass.
I inhale a huge breath, making a gasping sound, and say, “Candace!” Grabbing the glass out of his hand, I take my own large sip of it. “What’s he doing? Did he get back together with her?” I ask in a pained voice as the liquid burns a path down my throat. Frowning at me, he takes the glass from my hand, replacing it with a glass of water. Then, I start ranting, “Why am I even bothering to try to save him, if he has decided to slowly kill himself with her? She’s like taking poison, you know, but that slow poison that doesn’t kill you all at once, it kills you by degrees, a little bit each day.”
“I see your point. At first, I thought she was just for comfort. But, the fact that he didn’t get rid of her, leads me to believe that her incessant talking makes him unable to think about anything else—or anyone,” he replies significantly, holding his glass out of my reach when I would’ve stolen it from him again. “Drink your water,” he says in a stern tone.
“I think he likes girls that talk a lot. His sisters talk a lot he once told me. Maybe Candace is his type.” I say, trying to sound offhand about it.
“How is that possible, when she is nothing like you, and you are his soul mate?” he asks me with a quirk of his eyebrow.
“He won’t answer any of my phone calls, and I think he’s deleting my text messages without reading them. He thinks I’m a monster…maybe I am,” I say despondently. “I have to do something.”
“Why? He is in no danger from—I am sorry, what was her name again?” Zephyr asks me.
“Candace,” I reply, wrinkling my nose as if I smell something awful. “If he’s with her again, that means he’s in pain…and if he’s in pain, it’s my fault.”
“Some pain is unavoidable,” Zephyr replies.
“You have to take me with you when you follow him tonight, Zee. I have to see him for myself. I have to make sure that he’s okay. I can’t just stay here. He’ll never forgive me if I don’t talk to him,” I plead with Zephyr, hoping he will see my point of view.
“You want his forgiveness? For what?” he asks me, and his tone becomes severe. I don’t say anything, but he gets the picture. “You want forgiveness for what you are—because you are not entirely human?” I nod, dropping my eyes from him because his stare makes me squirm a little. “He cannot absolve you for that, and maybe you should stop seeking absolution for something you have no control over.”
“You have to let me see him. Please?” I beg. “Reed won’t do it. He’s being way too over protective. I know he’s just being cautious, but you both said that the souls have all but disappeared. You haven’t seen any other angels in days, especially after you took care of those Fallen that were hanging around campus. They seemed to have gotten the message: come here and we’ll kill ya dead.”
“Yes,” he says with a slow smile, “it has been quite satisfying protecting you. You are like a lure for the supernatural, drawing us all to you. Maybe we should let you out. I still feel like killing something.”
Even though Zephyr had said it teasingly, I jump at his comment. “It’ll have to be tonight then. Reed is supposed to make an appearance at the fund raising event tonight,” I say.
“He won’t be pleased that you went out without him,” Zephyr predicts, watching me for my reaction to his words. “And, you did promise to follow orders to the letter,” he reminds me, throwing my words in my face.
“I said I’d stay here until it was safe. And, I’ll be going with you as a chaperone, what could be safer?” I ask him, playing to his ego.
He narrows his eyes at me. I widen mine, attempting to look innocent. “If you get Reed to agree, then I will take you with me, but he has to agree. I’m not going to be in the middle of your manipulation. Let me know what he says. No, don’t bother, I’ll ask him myself before he leaves,” Zephyr replies, watching me over the rim of his glass as he takes another sip.
“Fine, Zee!” I say in frustration, and then I add, “Just how old are you? You don’t let me get away with anything.”
“It’s not age, it’s experience, and I’m not wrapped around your little finger like everyone else around here,” he replies, smiling. “You’re really cute though. We need to work on your ability to play on your opponent’s weaknesses.”
“What are your weaknesses?” I ask him scathingly.
“I don’t have any,” he says with a straight face, which makes me burst out laughing.
“Uh huh. I’ll find them…trust me,” I grin.
**
In the Range Rover outside Russell’s dormitory, I shiver in the passenger seat. The weather has definitely turned from fall to winter. I want to ask Reed to turn the car back on, so that I can blast the heater vents directly at my frozen fingers, but I already feel really guilty for making him do this, so I’m trying to be as undemanding as possible.
“Are you cold?” Reed asks softly.
“No,” I shake my head, “I’m okay.”
“You are shivering,” he points out.
“I’m fine,” I insist.
“Evie,” Reed says my name with exasperation.
“Okay, I’m fffreezing,” I say, “please ppput the heat on.”
Reed immediately starts the car. Turning the heat on full, he points the vents at me. “Why didn’t you tell me?” he asks with a frown.
Leaning nearer to the vents, I sigh, “I didn’t wwwant to bother you.”
Reed’s eyebrows rise. “And freezing was preferable to bothering me?”
“I know you don’t want to do this. I was just trying to be less of a pain,” I say, glancing at him. “I could’ve come with Zee.”
His perfect lips flatten in a thin line. “It’s not that I object to being here, it’s that I think you should be at home…safe.”
“Russell won’t talk to me there,” I murmur as I watch the front of Russell’s dorm for any sign of him.
“I could have brought him to you,” Reed says with a small, sublime smile.
“That wouldn’t be helpful,” I say with a frown, imagining Reed forcing Russell to come and see me.
“Why do you need to talk to him now?” Reed asks. “Zephyr has been guarding him. He is as safe as we can make him. We should have just let Zee come tonight as planned.”
“I don’t know why I have to talk to him now, I just do,” I murmur.
“You love him,” Reed says in a low tone, and the ache that I see in his eyes makes me feel awful.
Reaching out, I take Reed’s hand in mine while I say, “I love you so much it hurts sometimes. When you wouldn’t talk to me, it felt like I couldn’t breathe, like I was slowly drowning without you. I know I have to be with you. But, I also know that there is a piece of me that loves Russell—he’s my best friend. I have to make sure that he survives whatever is coming, or that piece of me will suffer forever. I can’t afford to make any mistakes. There won’t be any do-overs in this. I don’t have the luxury of time on my side to get you or Russell to see reason. I feel like time is almost up. Do you understand what I’m saying?” I ask him, sadly. “Please, don’t mistake my desperation as me not loving you.”
He lifts my hand in his, kissing it gently. “You know, it’s easy to forget that you are just eighteen years old. I am certain that you’ve been here on Earth many times, in many different lifetimes. I know you don’t remember Paradise, but I’m certain you are from there as well,” he says softly.
His certainty that I am not evil soothes the raw ache inside of me. “Why do souls come back? I mean life is kind of hard. Why do we have to do it more than once?” I ask.
“There are many different reasons for a soul to return to live another life, but in your case, I would say it is because you are an ace of sorts,” he smiles at me.
“An ace?” I ask, unsure of what he means.
“An ace, in a deck of cards. Have you ever played that card game War?” Reed asks me, and I nod my head. It is probably the only card game I know. “The ace is the highest card and the two is the lowest. The object of the game is to collect all of the cards by facing them off against each other. The ace always ends up winning more cards when you play it. I suspect you always seem to win more souls for our side to take back to Paradise with you. God seems to like aces. He plays them as often as He can.”
“You really think my soul is an ace?” I ask him, struggling to get what he is saying. “But, you don’t know that for sure…I mean, I could be an ace for the other team, couldn’t I? You can’t tell if my soul is evil or anything like that, can you?” I ask him, trying to clarify his theory.
He frowns, saying, “You are not evil.”
I sigh, “I know you think I’m not, but you can’t be completely certain.”
“I’m certain,” he replies immediately, no longer willing to entertain the possibility that I am on the other team.
I sit quietly next to Reed while he strokes the back of my hand in his. “You think that time is almost up…for your premonition?” Reed says in a deceptively casual tone that is not reaching his eyes.
My heartbeat thumps heavily as I nod, “Uh huh.”
“Then time is up…we will leave tonight,” Reed says with a mixture of finality and relief.
“Reed…I can’t,” I begin.
“Evie, you cannot possibly imagine what you mean to me…we have a much better language to describe the love I feel for you, but it doesn’t translate, “ he says. “If something were to happen to you,” His jaw grows taut. “You have to escape this before the chaos buries you beneath it. I won’t risk your life like this anymore.”
“I’ll never leave you,” I whisper, moving into his strong embrace. “I promise you that I won’t.”
“Zee can guard Russell,” Reed says, still holding me close.
“Just let me talk to Russell,” I plead, trying to avoid committing to his will.
Reed sighs deeply. “You have tonight. If you don’t find him, you can send him a postcard. I’m making arrangements to leave in the morning.” He pulls back from me to look in my eyes.
Glancing away from Reed, I try to come up with a way to make him relent and let me stay. Then, I spot Russell heading out of his dormitory with a backpack full of books, and my heart beats harder in my chest. It looks as if he’s heading to the library to study. Finals are next week, so it makes sense that he would be cramming for them. Turning to Reed, I say nervously, “There he is. Wish me luck.”
With a small frown, Reed mutters, “Good luck.”
“Thanks,” I reply, opening the car door and climbing out. As I close the door, I discreetly hide the necklace Reed gave me beneath the silken neckline of my blouse. Then, I catch up to Russell in the parking lot by the bookstore. “Russell. Please stop…I need to talk to you.”
“Go away, Genevieve,” Russell says, seeing me behind him. The scowl on his face makes it clear he really means it.
“Russell, please—I know you think I’m creepy, but you have to talk to me,” I beg him.
Turning around, Russell says angrily, “Why? Why do I have to talk to ya? Why can’t ya just leave me alone?” Whirls of his breath curl and float away from his face.
“Because I’m worried about you. Because I can’t rest until I know you’re okay, and you’re not okay—so here I am, trying to be your friend,” I answer.
“Ya can’t be my friend,” he says without having to think about it.
“Why?” I ask him sadly.
“Cuz yer not normal—yer a freak!” he spits out.
I try to ignore the pain squeezing my heart as I say, “Yeah—I guess I am a freak, but I’m also the same person you met on the first day of school. There isn’t much difference, except for the fact that I have evolved a bit since then, but essentially I’m the same.”
“What’re ya tryin’ to do to me? What do ya want from me?” Russell asks me, and the pain in his voice almost breaks me.
“I just want to help you. Please, Russell,” I reply.
“Ya want to help me? Well, then, get outta my head—get outta my dreams, stop callin’ me, and stop writin’ me. Go away and never come back. I never want to see yer face again. Ya creepy half…thing!” Russell says with his teeth clenching. Thinking he might hit me, I back up and put my hands out in front of me.
“Shhh. Russell, it’s okay…I promise, I’ll go away soon. I promise you. You won’t have to see me ever again soon. I just want to know that you’re safe, and then I’ll go. I’m so sorry, Russell–—I’m so sorry,” I whisper as hot tears run from my eyes.
Russell stalks toward me then, looking desperate. Grasping my chin with one hand, he forces me to look into his eyes. “Ya just stay away from me, do ya understand? Just stay away.”
“Russell, I’m so sorry…” I trail off because he squeezes my face tighter, making me wince. He lets go of me then, backing away. He turns, and picking up the backpack he had dropped, he walks away toward the library. He never looks back. Leaning against a parked car, I try to stop crying. The piece of me that loves Russell twists inside of me and writhes in pain.
Can I exist without a soul? I wonder. I feel like I am about to find out because that part of me feels like it is dying.
Slowly, I walk back toward the car. As I come into view, Reed is instantly at my side. He growls when he sees my bruised chin. “I will break his jaw,” he says in cool anger, “then I will really hurt him.”
“No!” I cry, grasping his hand. “Russell is just freaking out a little. This is nothing,” I say, indicating my chin. “I just have to keep things secret from now on, since it’s clear he wants nothing more to do with a freak like me. We just have to be stealthy, so he doesn’t know we’re watching him.” I whisper, because I’m having trouble maintaining a normal tone.
“We no longer need to remain here. I will kill him, and then we will leave,” Reed states plainly.
My heart races in panic. “You’re not going to kill Russell. I’ll be completely healed in ten minutes or less,” I say adamantly.
Reed’s brows draw together dangerously. “He hurt you,” Reed replies in a forceful tone.
“I Tasered you by the lake, remember?” I ask him quietly.
He frowns at me darkly, “That was different. You were scared, and it didn’t even hurt me.”
“Russell is scared, too. I see his reaction as the same kind of thing—and I can handle it,” I say, opening my car door and getting into the passenger side. “It’s like you said earlier, I have a talent for eliciting strong emotion in others. I can see that now.” I watch him get in the car and start the engine. “Beware the power of the mutant.”
Reed frowns. “You are not a mutant. I have seen mutants, and they look nothing like you,” he says.
“You’ve seen mutants? What do they look like?” I ask him, watching his scowl fade a little.
“I want to show you something,” Reed says, turning the engine on and pulling away from the curb. Grateful to be back in the car, I immediately turn all of the heat vents at me and put the fan on high. “I have helped Zee follow your soul mate for weeks now,” he continues. “And I have watched him come here every day for the past week since it opened. I will show you his spot,” he says, pulling up to the Sage Center.
Exiting the car, Reed escorts me inside the building where the art exhibition is in full swing. A bar is set up in the lobby of the first floor and elegantly attired men and women mill around, discussing the art and the artists on display. He leads me up the grand staircase, to the second floor of the building, to where the Sam MacKinnon Art Exhibition adorns the walls. The exhibition has drawn a large crowd of well-dressed patrons tonight, and I feel a little out of place in my jeans. I am grateful that I have on one of the sexy, silk tops that Reed had given me; that helps to dress up my jeans. Shrugging out of my coat, I take my gloves off as we approach the gallery.
Reed ushers me beyond several beautiful portraits to the one on display away from the rest, like it has its own place of honor outside of the others. This painting has special lighting and seating near it. Gazing at the exquisite brush strokes, I am in awe that I had posed for this portrait. It looks as if it could’ve been painted centuries ago; it is in the style of a Rembrandt or a Vermeer.
Reed shows me to the bench directly in front of it. Pointing to the seat, he says, “This is where Russell sits when he comes here.” Sitting quietly on the bench he indicates, I study the portrait critically. Sam had chosen to go with the sensual pose that he must’ve gotten when I was watching Reed that day. I notice several people admiring it overtly.
Reed disappears for a moment, and then he returns with a brochure for the exhibition. The portrait of me is on the cover of the brochure. “Russell takes one of these each time he comes here. It is like he cannot help himself,” he says, sitting down next to me on the bench.
“Thank you,” I say simply as tears well up in my eyes.
We sit there together for a long time, neither one of us speaking, until the crowd dwindles. Then, I feel Reed stiffen next to me. It is not overt, just a tensing of his muscles, but it sends alarm bells off inside my head. Glancing at him, I try to see what has set him off.
“Evie,” Reed says calmly, “when I tell you, you must run as fast as you can to my house and find Zee. You will not hesitate, and you will not try to assist me. Do you understand?” he asks in a tone so low that only I could possibly hear him.
My heart thumps painfully as I ask, “What is it?”
“Fallen—at least three—all fanning out,” he replies succinctly. “I will help you escape, don’t worry, just be ready,” he says.
“I’m not leaving you…” I begin, but Reed cuts me off.
“You will follow my orders,” he says firmly. Reed’s eyes dart around the room rapidly, assessing our surroundings. His jaw grows taut. “There may be more Fallen here than this. I have to get you out of here. Go to Zephyr; he will keep you safe until I get there,” he says quickly.
All of a sudden, I feel like we are trapped in a tight box with no room to move around. “But, what about you…” I start to say.
Reed’s eyebrows draw together, “I’m not breakable, like you,” he explains urgently. When he glances at my face and sees my doubt, he growls, “You have to listen to me now, Evie.”
With my heart pounding in my ears, I see a beautiful angel enter from the emergency stairwell near us. He is striking, with black hair almost to his waist and topaz-color eyes. He could be an Aztec warrior stepping through time if it isn’t for the fact that he is dressed to blend in for an art exhibition. His eyes zero in on me as if he knew I’d be here. All of the hair on the back of my neck stands up in an instant. My wings move within my back. They want to pop out, and I don’t think I can keep that from happening.
I look over my shoulder, catching sight of two more angels behind us. One is very, very tall, with white-blond hair; he resembles a Viking in stature. The other one is more normal, with brown hair, but beautiful, nonetheless. How did they find us?
Rising from the bench with blinding speed, Reed upends an easel that had displayed a smaller portrait. With a swift movement, he rips a couple of the wooden legs off of it, holding one like a javelin. Drawing his arm back, he throws one faster than I can track it. Seeing the fallen angel with the brown hair lift off of his feet and rocket backward, I realize where the javelin had gone. The wood embeds in the wall behind us, impaling him there. Crumpling listlessly, I think Reed has killed him for sure, but then his head moves and he looks back up at us wickedly. Regaining his feet, he ruthlessly tries to pull himself off of the stick skewering him. Reed throws the other stick, crushing his skull, and he stops struggling.
A harrowing scream lodges unvoiced in my throat. Shifting my gaze back to the Aztec angel in front of me, he has already sprouted his wings; they are covered in thick, black feathers trimmed in white, like a vulture’s. Reed doesn’t hesitate at all as his shirt tears away from him, exposing his wings with a loud whoosh sound. He picks up the bench next to mine, holding it in front of me like a shield. Something riddles the front of the bench as splintering holes punch through the wood. When the rapid fire drumming stops, Reed throws the bench at the Aztec angel; it smashes him back into the stairwell, knocking the gun out of his hand. This all happens in a fraction of a second. People don’t even realize that they are in the presence of angels. The humans haven’t heard the gunshots from the silencer. They seem frozen in place, like statues, while the angels fight around them. But then, I realize they aren’t really frozen; the angels are so much faster than them that it is as if we don’t share the same plane of existence with humans.
Reed bends down, pulling a short-handled knife from the leg strap under his pant leg and a small metal disk. In one fluid motion, he swings the knife forward, releasing the blade. Spiraling with a whistling sound, it flies at the angel behind us. Finding its mark, the blade sticks out of the Viking angel’s eye. Nausea chokes me as I turn away from him. I don’t see if the knife wound stops him because Reed scoops me up in a flash, holding me in his arms like a child. The metal disk breaks open, spewing hazy, white smoke into the room. The smoke hides the dead angels in its cloud. After Reed pulls the fire alarm in a blink of an eye, we are at the railing of the balcony, overlooking the lobby in a millisecond.
Reed whispers in my ear, “When you hit the ground, run. Don’t stop for anything until you reach Zee.”
I don’t have time to say “excuse me” as I fall through the air toward the lobby floor. Reed had pitched me over the balcony a couple of floors up. Landing on my feet before going down on one knee in a crouch, I touch the floor lightly with the palms of my hands. I’m okay, I think, recovering quickly from the shock of being thrown off the balcony. I shoot up off my knee and run in the direction of the exit. The entire place is in chaos. People rush to exit through the front doors, trying to escape from smoke and the blaring noise emanating from the fire alarms.
Almost making it to the exit, I see something approaching me like a freight train in my peripheral vision. Before I can react, it runs right into me, forcing me through the window in front of the Sage Center. The glass shatters as we land in a heap on the front lawn of the auditorium. Pieces of glass cut into my skin. Trying to clear my head, I look over, seeing the chiseled profile of an angel lying next to me on the ground. Turning his face toward me, he lets out a feral growl; but before he can hurt me, Reed pounces on him, smashing his fist into the angel’s jaw, crushing in the side of his face. Blood spatters me as I sit frozen, watching.
“Run, Evie!” Reed growls, while another angel tries to run past Reed to get to me. Reed twists up, catching him around the neck, clotheslining him. They grapple together on the ground before Reed tears his head off his neck. Growls sound behind us as several more angels burst through the broken window of the Sage Center.
Reed’s eyes meet mine. “Run!” he shouts at me.
Scrambling to my feet, I just evade an angel’s out-stretched hand by a hair’s breath. I have no time to think as I run toward the parking lot. Dodging through small groups of people by parked cars, I have to put out my hands as I plow into the side of a white Mercedes.
“Evie, hey, sup?” Freddie asks, smiling at me from inside his car.
“Freddie!” I say, opening his car door and jumping into the passenger seat. “Go, Go, Go!” I scream at him, rolling the window up and locking the door. The car moves forward at a snail’s pace as Freddie smiles at me delightedly.
“Evie, it’s so good to see you. I missed you! You look awful!” He laughs at me from the driver’s seat.
“Freddie, you have to go faster. I have to get to Reed’s house! There are bad guys out there, and they’re trying to hurt me. Go faster!” I urge him in a panic. “I need to find Zee,” I shout at him.
I start searching through the back window of his car to see where the angel behind me has gone. He has to be out there, I think. He can probably skip faster than this car is going. I wince when I twist, clutching my side as a sharp pain penetrates my panic. I’m getting blood on Freddie’s car seat, I think, feeling the blood oozing from a cut on my head.
Freddie clucks his tongue sympathetically, before saying, “Did Volos break your ribs when he pushed you out the window? Well, I did say, ‘Get her to my car by any means necessary,’ so I really can’t complain about how it was done.”
“Freddie, I…” I say as confusion clouds my mind.
“You know, I really love that name you gave me…Freddie. It’s so innocent and pure. A Freddie would never hurt you, would he? A Freddie would be your best friend. Alfred is always suspect and, well, nerdy,” he says, wrinkling his nose. “I’m going to keep my name, Freddie, if you don’t mind, because it really will suit my new life. I plan on doing everything right this time. No more killing and maiming—it will be a new Chapter in my life,” Freddie says pleasantly, smiling at me lovingly.
“I…don’t…what are you talking about?” I ask him, feeling like someone is running a cube of ice down my spine.
As if reminded of something, Freddie says, “Ohh, that’s right, you don’t know what I am, do you?”
Holding my aching ribs, my voice is weak as I whisper, “You’re Freddie…you’re my friend…”
Freddie smiles sadly, before brushing my hair back from my cheek as he drives. “I’ve wanted to tell you so many times, you have no idea. I know that you’re the one person to have understood me and loved me anyway. I truly regret that things have turned out this way. But, it really is your fault. I had a handle on everything. You were mine, Russell was mine, and I could’ve had you both with me forever. Well, maybe not Russell, but certainly you. But, you ruined it, didn’t you?”
My skin grows pale as drips of blood fall from my jaw. “Freddie,” I whisper, “are you an angel?”
“Of course. I’m really surprised you never figured it out. Maybe it’s because I’m not like the ones that you seem to surround yourself with lately,” he replies blandly. “I had to stay away from the Powers or they would’ve dispatched me. Usually, they tend not to notice Reapers. That’s why I was sent to do this job. It’s why I’ve been so good at it until now. They almost don’t even see me; I’m so beneath their radar. Power angels aren’t interested in me because I have a legitimate reason for being here.”
My fingers tremble as I touch the cut on my head. “A Reaper?” I ask in confusion.
Freddie smiles at me sympathetically again. “I’m a Reaper…an angel of death, Evie. I negotiate souls for the damned,” he says plainly, and I try to keep my mouth from falling open. “I thought I was going to have to tell you before now, especially when we went to Coldwater and saw the possessed one. It did follow us, you know? It wanted to tear your heart out, but I wouldn’t let it. I had to shrive the possessed soul, just to stop it from killing you. That won’t be looked upon favorably where I come from,” he says, with a grimace as his jaw tightens in anger.
“You saved me from the shadow man?” I ask in a whisper because my throat is very tight.
Freddie suddenly grins. “Yes, shadow man…that’s good, that’s funny!” Freddie chuckles. “I noticed that you noticed him. I was impressed at how brave you acted trying to protect me from what you saw. I had to take care of it because you’re mine, my love,” he says earnestly, and goose bumps break out on my arms. “But, I’ve lost you, haven’t I? The Powers are going to take you away from me, and there is little I can do to stop that. I would have to answer for my mistakes in the abyss if I let you slip away from me. They don’t tolerate mistakes,” he says, shuddering.
“Freddie,” I gasp, “I’ll help you…”
“How?” he asks, quirking his eyebrow.
“I…don’t…Reed can…” I begin.
Freddie scowls at me. “Your Power will shred me the moment he realizes that I’ve been near you,” he says in a sinister tone.
“But,” I stutter.
“I thought he was going to shred you—that night by the lake. But, he didn’t…he fell in love with you instead,” Freddie says grimly. “There is almost something magical about you, Evie. You’ve enchanted him…” he trails off, thinking. “I had to break you two up…I thought the roses on the bed were quite clever. I knew you’d recognize Russell’s necklace in them…and that Reed would freak because he knows better than to get between two soul mates. Divine Powers are so pathetic…always looking for signs in things, waiting to be called back to Paradise,” he sneers.
“You did that—the roses at Reed’s house?” I ask as my hands tremble. He doesn’t know about my nightmares; he just did it to break us up.
“I was desperate. You two were together all the time. If Sheol had discovered that I’d lost control of you…” Freddie’s scowl eases as he says, “But, don’t worry, I’ve come up with a plan to avoid the retribution of Sheol. Of course, this will piss them off, but whatever. You’re my free ride out of that, aren’t you?” he smiles, and even though I don’t know what he is saying, it makes me feel nauseous. “I had to enlist the aid of other fallen angels tonight just to get you away from your boyfriend. I needed strong fighters—Powers and Archangels. But, everything has a price. I had to promise that I would give you to them, once I have what I need. They think the Seraphim in Sheol know of my plans.”
“You mean the fallen Seraphim?” I squeak.
Freddie’s blue eyes seem dull—soulless. “Who do you think sent me to watch you in the first place? They’re all interested in you,” he says cunningly.
Goose bumps rise on my skin. “Why are the Fallen interested in me?” I ask him bluntly.
“You have to ask?” he asks incredulously. “What about you isn’t interesting?”
My lips thin in a grim line. “But, I’m just a…I’m not…” I stammer.
Freddie’s expression turns thoughtful. “You really don’t know, do you? I’ve always wondered if you knew something because it’s hard to believe that you’re this naïve…innocent. Interesting…there are so many things about you to want. I’m surprised your boyfriend hasn’t enlightened you on the many facets of what you could be,” Freddie says cryptically.
“What could I be?” I whisper.
Freddie’s eyes narrow, “You could be a powerful weapon…if you could be controlled,” he says in a thoughtful tone.
“What?” I ask breathlessly.
Freddie smiles ironically. “Of course, no one but me knew exactly where you’d gone…until now. I hadn’t told them that you’d come to Crestwood, since I haven’t been back to Sheol in a while. I had to stay away so that you wouldn’t smell it on me. It can be very…rank. Only the angels that answer to me know you’re here now, but they’re all vicious deceivers—nearly impossible to control. I didn’t trust any of them—that is, until tonight. They’re going to help me get what I want.”
Something squeezes my heart painfully. “And, what’s that, Freddie?” I ask him coolly, but my hands are shaking badly.
His eyebrow quirks cunningly as he asks, “What would solve all of my problems and give me a clean slate?”
My eyebrows draw together in confusion, “I don’t…” I trail off as something occurs to me.
“Yes,” he smiles grimly, seeing my face growing deathly pale. “Your soul will give me redemption. If I refuse to sin after you give it to me, then I’ll be allowed a place in Paradise.” His harsh expression begins to fade, being replaced by a dreamy sort of smile. “I can’t wait to see the look on the Cherubim faces when I stroll along the…” Freddie begins speaking in his angelic language, so I can’t understand a word he says. As he rambles on, his face flushes.
I interrupt him. “Why would my soul give you redemption? How do you know that it’s not evil and would bar you from your Paradise?” I ask him searchingly.
His expression turns bitter. “The Sheol Seraphim don’t share their information with Reapers; they just give orders—I only know what I’ve observed of you,” he says with his jaw tight with anger.
“So, you don’t know where I came from?” I ask him in a soft tone.
“No, I was assigned to you recently, just before school started,” he replies. “But, knowing you as I do, I find it highly unlikely that your soul has ever been to Sheol, but I really don’t care if it has. Once I take it from you, I’ll purify it one way or another,” he says with smugness. “I’ll have to rip your soul from your body in order to assess its level of sin and evil. We never know what we’re getting until the soul leaves the body…and then the negotiations for it begin.”
I wince at his words. “Purify it? How?” I ask him urgently.
Freddie’s eyes narrow in a belligerent way. “I’m a Reaper. I know every angle there is to achieve redemption—selfless acts, sorrowful amends… Once I have your soul, I will no longer be damned, and I’ll get to keep something of you with me for eternity because I really do love you, Evie,” he says with a semblance of regret. “I would’ve taken care of you, but you chose to ignore me. I was all you needed, and you ruined it.”
The shock of what he is saying is wearing off, and I am increasingly desperate to get away from him. “Freddie!” I say, while my fingernails claw the door handle, trying to pull it open, but it is locked.
“If you try to leave, I’ll break your arm,” Freddie says with menace. He put his hand on my arm and squeezes it until I think it will break. As I whimper in pain, he lets go of me.
Panting, I whisper, “You’re talking about stealing my soul from me one minute, and then saying that you love me almost in the same breath; it’s a little schizophrenic. Do you expect me just to hand my soul over to you?” I ask in a thin voice. “I don’t know how to do that, even if I wanted to.”
“Don’t worry, I’m an expert with souls—Reaper, remember?” he asks with a humorless smile.
Feeling like an insect trapped in a hot car, I look around for a way out, asking, “So, Reapers are evil, is that it?”
“No, not all Reapers are Fallen,” Freddie says with a darkening frown, “but no one thinks very much of us, on either side. We don’t rank very high among other angels.” He points to his chest vehemently, saying, “I was made promises in Paradise by the ones who said they would change that, but we were all cast out. It was even worse for me after the fall,” Freddie seethes, embittered from the disillusionment of unfulfilled promises. “But…now I’m in charge. I have complete control here. The other angels will follow my orders,” he says, like he is assuring himself more than me. “They don’t like it, though,” he says conspiratorially. “We operate on what you would call a caste system. I’m one of the lowest orders in that system. A Reaper is looked upon very much like a garbage collector. In Sheol, I’m just someone who brings in the trash. They don’t realize how much effort it takes to prove a soul is evil!” he finishes belligerently.
“Freddie, I’m not giving you my soul,” I say in a quiet, shaking tone. “When Reed gets his hands on you, there won’t be anything left to send back to Hell,” I warn him, trying to convince him to stop his plan.
“Are you sure about that, Evie?” Freddie asks with dull-blue eyes. “Because Russell is going to be so disappointed if you don’t.”
“Russell?” I ask breathlessly as he turns the wheel, pulling it into the parking lot of the 7-Eleven.
My heart races, making me feel dizzy as I sit looking at the façade of the 7-Eleven. All of the lights are on, but the windows are blurry; they are obscured by what appears to be waves of heat, like the kind that come off of hot pavement in summer—but it is winter. I can almost imagine it is a mirage that will disappear any moment. Freddie moves supernaturally fast to my door, opening it for me.
He extends his hand to me, but I don’t take it. “C’mon, Evie,” Freddie sighs irritably. “You know I can easily make you go in there without much effort. But, I know I don’t need to, because Russell needs you. You’re not going to let him die, are you—your soul mate? Not when you can save him. I’ll let you save him. It can be your last, selfless act.”
I tremble at his words, spoken without malice. I avoid taking the hand that Freddie offers to me, stepping out of his car without aid. Straightening, I gaze at the building ahead of me, trying to hear what is going on inside. It is silent. No sound penetrates the blurry image, but the smell is like nothing I’ve ever inhaled before. It’s as if the worst offal has been strewn around and left to bake in the sun for days, and even that analogy can’t begin to describe the odor. My wings fly out of my back on their own, just as I turn and retch all over the interior of Freddie’s Mercedes. That might’ve been somewhat satisfying, if it hadn’t hurt so much; my broken ribs ache from the involuntary movement.
“You’re a Seraph!” Freddie growls at me, jealous. I can’t answer him as I attempt to wipe the vomit from my mouth with the back of my hand. “You’re the most beautiful Seraphim I’ve ever beheld,” he says grudgingly. He reaches out and touches my wings gently, and I nearly vomit again. “You know that Seraphim are the highest rank…” he begins
“I don’t care about that, Freddie,” I reply in a croak.
My comment surprises him. “You want to see mine?” he asks me, but before I can answer him, he takes off his shirt, unleashing his wings.
I don’t know what I would have expected Freddie’s wings to be like, but they are so far removed from the expected that I’m convinced I wouldn’t have guessed this. His wings aren’t like Reed’s wings, or even mine, since ours both resemble that of an avian. No, his wings are the exact image of a dragonfly’s wings; he has four, two on either side of his back. They are an iridescent bluish-green, and they look so thin, I can almost see through them. When he moves them, it sounds like a vibrating buzz saw, just like I would expect from a dragonfly. I reach out with my fingertips in horror and fascination, touching his wing; it feels delicate, like stiff paper.
“I’m so stupid, Freddie, how could I not have known about you?” I ask him sadly, drawing my hand back from him. I want to mourn the death of my friend because this isn’t the Freddie that I know. “I love you like a brother, Freddie. Don’t do this.”
Freddie’s eyes narrow viciously. “Just look at this like sibling rivalry then. You have what I need, and if it comes down to you or me, then I choose me. I can’t go back to Sheol and tell them I failed and let you leave. Reed will never let me near you. I only just avoided him to get this far. He’s not stupid; he would’ve discovered me sooner or later. Although, he’s quite blind whenever you’re around. He has trouble seeing anything but you. You’re his Achilles Heel, if you know what I mean. Now, do I have to go in there and bring out a piece of Russell to convince you he’s in there? Or, are you going to come in and cooperate with me so that I can start my new life?”
I rest my hand on his arm pleadingly. “You don’t want to do this, Freddie.” I say, trying to reason with him. “You and Russell are friends. Russell loves you, I know it,” I beg.
“I’m not so sure about that. I just watched Russell turn on his own soul mate in the parking lot tonight. I doubt Russell loves anything like he does you and yet, he almost smashed your face in,” Freddie says as if this intrigues him. “I didn’t see that coming. It kind of gave Russell a new flavor to me. He can be turned, you know, we could turn him to our side I suspect. Would you like me to see if he’ll go evil?” Freddie asks me, and I feel sick again.
“Leave him alone! He hasn’t done anything to deserve this!” I rasp.
“That’s it, Evie, I knew I could count on you. You’ll do anything to protect him, won’t you? I was hoping that you would. Now, shall we go? I’ve left Russell with some very nasty angels. They’re not good company,” Freddie says, taking my hand and dragging me effortlessly forward toward the 7-Eleven. “Time to save your soul mate.”
He holds the door wide for me, and I recoil from the scene ahead. Placing his hand on the small of my back, Freddie ushers me into the florescent-lighted horror show. Searching for Russell among the desolation and destruction around me, I spot him at the back on the floor. A red-headed angel with the white wings of an Archangel guards Russell. Russell isn’t moving, but he is breathing. He has bruising near his left temple, and the cut above his left eye oozes blood onto the floor. He is unconscious.
Stepping as lightly as I can around the debris littering the ground, I know it really isn’t debris, but pieces of flesh. There is so much of it that it is as if someone had unwittingly stepped on a land mine and was blown to pieces. My foot slips on it once or twice before I even step in a few feet; the vinyl tile on the floor is as slick as an ice rink from the blood covering it.
There are pieces of bodies everywhere I look. Seeing a torso with a red smock covering it, I know that the clerk hasn’t survived the angels’ rampage. Near the dismembered torso, I spy a strikingly handsome angel with olive skin, sitting on the floor. He is holding the hand of a dead girl to his lips, casually ripping the flesh from her fingers with his teeth. Thick mottles of blood run down his chin on either side. Looking up at me, it takes a fraction of a second for his face to be a hair’s breadth from my own. Wincing in terror, I turn my face away from the scent and sight of blood on his face and teeth while he smiles broadly at me. Unbelievable fear makes my insides fall to pieces as I recognize him as the monster from my nightmares.
Freddie puts a restraining hand on his chest. “Gaspard, not yet! She’s not ready for you quite yet,” Freddie says at my side. “Be patient, killa, it will not take long, and then she’ll be yours, like I promised.”
Gaspard speaks to me in Angel, but it is not even remotely compelling when it is delivered with tiny droplets of blood-soaked spittle. I don’t shrug at him when he is done speaking because I’ve learned that they consider that rude, so I whisper in a low tone, “I don’t speak your language.”
Gaspard smiles at me again, showing the flesh that is stuck between his teeth. “That is too bad. It sounds so much better in Angel, than it does in Human. I just told you that the centuries here have been worth every moment that I have suffered, now that I get to desecrate you, my beautiful Seraph,” he breathes, shuddering with delight and pressing his cheek to mine. The blood on his face smears my cheek, delivering its metallic scent to my nostrils.
“I’m sure I won’t enjoy a moment of that, Gaspard,” I whisper back, clenching my teeth so that I won’t gag again. Being near Gaspard has me reeling and off kilter because he is such a strange, even absurd, dichotomy. His black hair is finely groomed and well kept with no stray hair to mar his perfect forehead or the masculine shape of his arching eyebrows. Only an angel could have a straight nose like his is. His mouth is sensual in its shape and fullness, but the gore that covers him and the sadistic twist of his top lip, makes my heart pound with revulsion and ache to get away.
Gaspard smiles angelically. “It could surprise you…you smell so delicious. Fear is just pouring out of you. It smells so…stimulating,” he says, inhaling deeply as he licks the blood from my cheek. I jump and shy back from him as a feral growl rips from his throat. He instantly turns from me to the angel approaching him from behind. He snarls a warning as if he is protecting his kill from another predator—his kill being me.
My legs have gone numb, but I’m not sure if it is with relief or with fear as the other angel says, “She’s not yours, Gaspard. I outrank you in this mission. You must relinquish her to me.” This is the angel with the white wings and the red hair that has been standing by the coffee machines as I entered. He is the angel that was guarding Russell’s limp body.
Hesitating for only a moment, Gaspard stands up, straightening out of the defensive crouch he had adopted. Stepping back from me a fraction, he shrugs passively. A wicked smile crosses the other angel’s face as the red-headed one comes toward me. I brace myself for whatever he might do to me, but I don’t find out. Gaspard reaches out, grabbing him by the throat as he tries to saunter by. Snapping his neck, Gaspard then rips the head of the Archangel right off of his body. He continues dismembering the angel as blood spatters across my face and body. The crunching and grinding sounds are almost unbearable as I close my eyes to block out the horrifying gore in front of me.
“Well, I don’t think Cade saw that coming,” Freddie remarks. He turns to me and says, “Archangels think they own everything; they’re kind of snobs, but they forget that Power angels sometimes don’t play nice. Sucks to be him.”
Gaspard, breathing hard from the exertion of dismembering his partner, doesn’t look a bit remorseful. In fact, he is smiling at me almost tenderly. His twisted sneer is gone, and he is attempting to wipe some of the blood from my face with his hand. It is not working well, since his hands have more blood on them than my face does. “Ah, mon cher,” he says in a seductive tone, “do not worry, he will never have you. You are mine, and I don’t share.”
“Thank you, Gaspard, you’re too good to me,” I reply softly, trying to match his seductive tone. “But, you know, it was probably all for naught, since Freddie plans on taking my soul from me. I doubt that I’ll survive very long without it. You may have just killed your friend for nothing.”
The back of Freddie’s hand cracks across my face in an instant, knocking me into the stacks of shelving. Looking up from the floor where I have landed, I face away from the two angels who are arguing heatedly about what I have just revealed. Gingerly putting my shaking fingers to my cheek, it aches, just like in my nightmares.
Movement in the corner of the store catches my attention. Turning, I see several people huddling there. Horror and bewilderment mar their faces. They are pale and clinging to one another, so I motion for them to run. I don’t think that the angels will pursue them, now that they have me. But I realize after seeing the terror on the face of the girl with the piercing in her brow, that she is the clerk whose torso I had spotted earlier. It will make no difference if they run now, because they are already dead. I have to turn away from their faces. I’ve failed them—I’ve failed to realize that Freddie would be the one to perpetrate this crime, and now they are all just souls, helplessly trapped here with me.
I think that I might go insane in a moment; the fear that has numbed me before is now driving me slowly crazy. Crawling on my hands and knees away from the souls, I try to get to Russell.
I don’t get far. Freddie’s hand on my shoulder lifts me up, dangling me above the ground before him. Rage twists his face as he sneers at me, before throwing me effortlessly backward into the glass door of a refrigerator at the back of the store. Something in one of my wings snaps on impact while the glass cracks like a spider’s web. Sliding to the floor in a heap, I lie there for a moment, entirely still, until my lungs decompress. Wheezing out a cough, I try desperately to get air back into me.
Walking in front of my line of sight, Freddie squats down, bringing his face to where my cheek rests against the floor. “You know,” he growls, “I think I’ve changed my mind, Evie. I think I’ll just go ahead and kill Russell, and then I’ll beat the soul out of you. You’ll give it to me if you’re in enough pain. It really doesn’t matter to me how I get it,” he says as his wings buzz in agitation.
I want to beg him not to hurt us, but all I can do is groan. Grasping me by the arm, he drags me effortlessly across the floor, back toward the coffee machines where Russell is. My body leaves a clean path on the floor, mopping up all of the debris as he sweeps me over it.
Coming to rest right next to Russell’s body, Freddie drops my arm, and it sprawls out limply. I can’t move yet to see Russell next to me, so I watch Gaspard in front of me; he is extremely agitated. He has sprouted dove-gray wings; they’re long and powerful. He is pacing the floor with supernatural speed, and every now and then, he pauses to run his hand through his black hair. He seems like he is torn about something. Maybe he is afraid there isn’t going to be much of me left to play with once Freddie is done with me. Maybe that’s a good thing, I think to myself.
Walking over to the counter by the cash register, Freddie picks up a velvet cloth lying on it. The cloth contains several tools and a few knives. Selecting a thin, sharp knife with a bone-colored handle, he throws the rest aside. Stepping between my body and Russell’s body, Freddie crouches down, showing me the blade of the knife in his hand. Putting his finger to his lips, he giggles before his face twists in a sneer. Then, he turns the knife, plunging it into Russell’s thigh.
All of the blood drains from my face, and tears brighten my eyes as a hoarse scream tears from Russell’s throat. “No, Freddie, stop! I’ll do anything you want, I’ll give you anything you want…just stop, please…stop,” I beg him in a wheeze.
“Oh, I know you will. This is just for fun,” he says, pulling the knife out of Russell’s thigh and wiping the blade on my silk top.
“SON OF A…LORD, THAT SUCKS! I’m gonna kill ya, Freddie! I promise ya, I will kill ya. I’m gonna squash ya like the bug ya are,” Russell shouts and then groans, writhing in pain next to me. Turning over towards Russell, I can only imagine what a shock it will be to him to see me. I am covered in blood and my red wings are exposed. When Russell notices me, he freezes and all of the blood drains from his face. “AHH SHOOT, RED, what are ya DOIN’ here?” he yells at me, holding his thigh. Then, closing his eyes, he says, “I told ya to leave. I told ya to go and to never come back. I wanted to save ya! I didn’t save ya!” Balling his hands in fists, he brings them to his forehead.
“Russell, what? No…you’ve got it wrong! Freddie is here for me. He wants something I have,” I say, searching his face. “He’s going to let you go when I give it to him, aren’t you, Freddie.”
Freddie’s smile is angelic as he says, “That’s right, Evie. Just give it to me and Russell can go.”
Russell pulls his fists from his eyes. “What’s he want, Red?” Russell asks between panting breaths, trying to control the pain in his leg. He is looking at me now like he is seeing me for the first time, which makes sense, since he has never seen my wings before this moment.
I am cognizant enough to realize that this is the last moment I will ever get to spend with Russell. This is the image of me that he will carry with him for the rest of his life. “Nothing that I’m not willing to give him, right, Freddie?” I say in a soft tone, making sure that Freddie knows I am going to go along with his plan, so that he won’t continue to hurt Russell. “I just want to make sure that Freddie will honor his part of the bargain, when I give him what he wants.”
Russell’s expression turns desperate as he asks, “Red, what does he want?” I don’t answer him. Finding his hand, I hold it in mine.
Freddie frowns, saying, “Evie, you ought to tell him, since it involves him. You see, Russell, Evie is the most extraordinary being we’ve ever seen. She’s an angel who possesses a human soul—a half-breed. She said she’ll give me her soul if I agree not to kill her soul mate, which is you. She can be assured that I won’t be able to kill you after she gives me her soul because I will have to try really hard not to sin so I can get back into Paradise. But, the really interesting part comes after I take her soul from her. Will we, then, be soul mates, you and I? I hope so! I can’t wait to bump into you in your next life. Won’t that be fun?”
“Red, if ya give yer soul to that devil, I’ll never forgive ya! Never! I’d rather die now than be saddled with him forever,” Russell spits out. “Ya make me attracted to him and…ugh…don’t ya do it,” he pleads with me.
“Shh, Russell, it will be okay. I’m positive that you’ll never be attracted to Freddie, since he’s a sadistic creep. He’ll mess up sooner or later, and then he’ll be sent back to Sheol. You’ll be okay,” I reason in a soothing tone.
“What happens to her if she gives ya her soul?” Russell asks Freddie in despair.
Freddie’s brow wrinkles. “I don’t know for sure, but I think she’ll hang around for a while, waiting, as her body dies slowly, and then she’ll probably go into the dark alone. I suspect that Gaspard will hasten the darkness, since he’s super violent,” Freddie says, sounding giddy as he explains. He is getting what he wants, and it is making him euphoric. Gaspard, showing relief over this pronouncement, slows his pacing to grin in delight.
“Red, c’mon…ya can’t do this. It’s wrong and ya know it!” he pleads with me. “What am I gonna do here without ya anyway? Ya can’t do it, ya just can’t!”
“I can’t watch him kill you, Russell. You have to live,” I say, squeezing his hand in mine when I see the pain and fear in his brown eyes.
Russell’s voice cracks as he says, “I can’t watch ya die either…”
Freddie snarls in disgust next to us. “Okay, this is making me want to puke. I’m ready for my soul now. Just don’t resist me, and I’ll take care of the rest,” Freddie says, gripping the handle of the knife and straddling my thighs so that I can’t move beneath him.
Freddie speaks in Angel; his voice is so musical that it’s calming me, lulling me as I stare up at him. Closing his eyes, he concentrates hard, making arching symbols in the air with his knife. A pulling sensation erupts in the core of my body when he draws the knife over me, inches from my flesh. As his knife passes downward again, my eyes widen, and a harrowing gasp comes from me. Clutching my chest, I attempt to hold myself together, while something tears inside of me. But it is no use; I am ripping apart from the inside out.
“Alfred, you stupid, evil parasite! Get off of Evie before I knock your nasty head off of your shoulders!” Brownie calls from the doorway of the store. Inching in the door, Brownie growls as she sizes up Gaspard, who has stilled his pacing and is crouching to attack.
“Sweetie, you can’t give Alfred your soul; he will ruin Paradise,” Buns chimes in, coming to stand next to Brownie. With her eyes never leaving Gaspard, she hands something to Brownie; it is a stick that resembles field hockey equipment, but it is crafted of shiny gold metal with a deadly blade curving wickedly at the end.
I’m not sure if I gasped from the pain in my chest or from the shock of seeing Brownie and Buns with butterfly wings. Buns looks just like a faerie; she has delicate-looking, golden butterfly wings that shimmer in the florescent lighting. Brownie’s wings are more bronze with bold, russet accents. Their wings float effortlessly as their eyes hone in on Gaspard in front of them.
Momentarily distracted from his task, Freddie loses some focus, allowing me to breathe again. Swallowing deep, heavy gulps of air, I crane my neck to better see what is happening. The girls are fanning out, both eyeing Gaspard, looking for a weakness in his defenses. I notice their subtle signal to each other just before they attack Gaspard in synchronization.
Seeing that the girls have distracted Freddie, Russell wastes no time. He sits up quickly; pulling his arm back, he punches Freddie in the face using all of his strength. Freddie hardly moves at all when Russell hits him, proving to us both just how much of an angel Freddie really is. Scowling blackly at Russell for just an instant, Freddie takes his bony knife and plunges it into Russell’s chest; it makes a sickening, sucking sound as he twists it a couple of times before pulling it back out. Russell’s blood instantly gushes from the wound, wetting his shirt in a ring of scarlet.
“Ouch,” Freddie chuckles, watching Russell with amusement.
Russell puts one hand to his chest briefly, looking down at the gaping hole that Freddie’s knife had made, and then he slumps back on one elbow. He can’t hold himself up for long. Collapsing to the floor, he lies staring at the ceiling, panting in pain and shock. Horror and rage spur me, and I sit up instantly, grabbing the knife from Freddie’s hand. Turning the handle of the wicked-sharp blade, I plunge it into Freddie’s side, knocking him back off of me in one fluid movement.
“Ouch!” he shouts for real this time as the slice I made in his side bleeds in earnest. “You stabbed me, Evie!” he snaps incredulously, glowering at his side, and then at me. I don’t reply. Getting to my knees, I swing the knife again, trying to cut him, trying to make sure he stays back. Instantly, he scuttles away from me out of my reach. I will have to try to get up if I want to stab him again, and I am not sure I can do it.
The noises behind us are growing wilder. Buns and Brownie are taking turns carving little pieces out of Gaspard and then dancing away before he can return the favor. I can’t give their fight much of my attention, focusing instead on Freddie in front of me.
“You can’t win, Evie, no matter what you do. One of us is going to kill you sooner or later. You may as well give me your soul now, since I can purify it. Otherwise, you die with that soul, and you’re going straight to Sheol because it’s pure evil,” he smiles at me. “Give me the knife, and I’ll spare you that. I’ll spare you the fires of Hell,” he says soothingly, holding out his hand for the knife.
My determination falters while my eyes well up with tears. I shake my head to clear my thoughts. “My soul is evil…I’m from Hell?” I ask him, staring into his eyes. Freddie smiles at me, nodding. Slowly, I draw the knife up and begin to hand it to him. At the last second, I turn the blade on him, scoring it over the palm and drawing his blood from a deep wound. I shiver, watching the blood drip down his arm while he cradles his hand to his chest. “You’re a liar, Alfred. I’m not going to trust you.”
“That was a mistake, Evie. I’m going to bring you so much pain you’ll beg me to take your soul,” he promises evenly as bitterness seeps into his tone.
“Don’t, Freddie…” I beg with my voice shaking. “You can just leave…please…leave us alone…” Holding the knife tight in my hand, I swipe it at him in desperation, but he is no longer listening to me. He is watching the fight behind me between Gaspard and the girls. The frown on his face tells me what I want to know: Gaspard is losing.
Glancing over at Russell, Freddie smirks, “You lose, Evie. Your soul mate is dying. Sucks to be human. I’ll be back when it’s your turn,” he snarls quickly. Then, in the time it takes me to exhale, he circumvents the girls and Gaspard and is gone from the store.
Hearing Russell gasping, I turn back to see his still body lying on the floor. Crawling on my hands and knees to his side, I clutch the knife in a death grip. Russell’s face is pale as I put my hand on his cheek. He looks at me then; his brown eyes are dilated so that most of the brown is obscured by the blackness of his pupils.
“Russell!” I say in misery, dropping the knife and searching for his hand. Finding it, I squeeze it firmly. He coughs, and blood runs from his mouth. Alfred is right, Russell’s dying.
“Please don’t die, Russell,” I beg, “please…”
Hot tears slide from my eyes down my cheeks as I panic, looking around for something that I can do to help him. I put my hand on his wound, trying to staunch the flow of blood as it pumps out of him. God, please help me! I beg in my mind.
All of the fluorescent lights in the building flicker as my hand on Russell’s wound begins to heat up and glow; it is as if my hand is being lit from inside of me. Crying out in agony, I try to pull my hand away from Russell because the intense heat is turning to fire. We are both burning from the searing inferno of energy pulsing out of me. Screaming in pain, I can’t lift my hand from him. We are welded together like scalding hot metal.
Other pain registers in my mind, too. A throbbing ache, building in my thigh, finally breaks over me in a crescendo of pain. Putting my other hand to my thigh, I attempt to ease the white-hot ache. A sob twists from me before my chest breaks open, and I sag to the floor. Feeling something warm and wet pooling on my stomach, I look down listlessly; a growing blotch of red spreads over my blouse as my blood seeps out from my chest. The heat in my hand lessens, but I hardly realize it because of the stabbing pain near my heart. Tasting blood in my mouth, blackness obscures my vision. Waves of energy are flowing out of me to slip away into the air, like the scent of a flower drifting in the breeze. I can rest now…so tired, I think as I begin to float away.…
**
“You promised me,” a whispering voice says in my mind, its tone caressing me. Light dances in my eyes as I try very hard to see the lovely one speaking to me in such a graceful voice. Images fracture and obscure as colors meander and bleed together in a distorted kaleidoscope of pain. The darkness is so cool…soothing; it floats and sways around me, wrapping me in a blanket of nothingness, away from the pain that torments me.
“Fight…” the voice whispers to me, but it no longer sounds lovely—it sounds taut and filled with an urgency that I don’t understand. I have to find him—tell him not to be sad. As I struggle, the darkness recedes; searing, ragged pain replaces it, making me want to go back into the darkness.
I can’t find him, I think, disoriented. Trying to move my ear closer to his voice, my head lolls as I search for him. Reed’s voice sounds broken—hushed—speaking to me in Angel—compelling me to find him.
Another voice interrupts the steady stream of musical words that have me clinging to the clouds they create in my mind. It is a deep, commanding voice that I think I recognize, but I just can’t think…
“Reed,” the commanding voice says, “you have to let us help. We have to stop the bleeding…”
Another, much softer voice adds, “Sweetie, give Evie to Zee. He’s going to bind her wounds so that you can move her. We’ll give her right back to you,” it says plaintively. My heart races painfully. “Sweetie, here…you can put her down here, and then you can hold her hand.”
A low, growling snarl rumbles from Reed. “Don’t touch her…”
“Sweetie, please…” comes the soft voice. A moment passes, and then every cell in my body begins objecting to the fact that I am being moved.
The commanding voice says, “You can hold her hand while I wrap her chest.” I think I cry out as sheer pain collapses in on me like an avalanche of snow, covering me beneath its depths, and I surrender to it.



CHAPTER 20
REVELATIONS
MY HEAD HURTS…NO,
scratch that…my entire body hurts. Even my eyelashes are aching, I think, struggling to open my eyes. The light in the room is dim, but it feels blinding, bringing tears to my eyes. The white curtains, hanging in my room in Reed’s house, are closed, so I shouldn’t have this problem.
I gaze around in confusion because this doesn’t resemble the room I’ve been staying in for the last few weeks. It has hospital equipment in it. There are carts in here with machinery that I can’t even begin to name. Noticing an IV stand next to my bed, my eyes follow the plastic tubing down to my wrist where it is sticking out of my hand uncomfortably. I want to pull it out, but I am distracted from the discomfort by the angry, whispering voices just outside my door.
“You need to let the humans go home now—her fever has broken—you cannot persuade them to stay any longer,” Zephyr whispers tensely.
Reed’s voice, barely more than a growl, whispers, “I will tell the nurses to go, but I am keeping the doctor.”
“He is not necessary…” Zephyr begins to argue again, but Reed cuts him off.
“I will persuade the doctor into thinking that he has been at a medical conference when this is all over…” Reed argues in a low tone.
I am not sure what they are talking about, but it doesn’t sound good, and Reed doesn’t sound right either. He sounds irritable and unreasonable, which is not what is abnormal. What I find abnormal is that he sounds desperately so.
Zephyr starts to argue further, whispering harshly, “It is an unnecessary risk for them to remain.”
Feeling anxious about their argument, I say feebly, “Zee, leave Reed alone. He doesn’t sound right.” But, it is my voice that doesn’t sound right; it sounds weak and raspy. Am I sick? I wonder, not understanding what is going on.
There is a quiet pause from the hall, and then the door of my room crashes open. Instantly, Reed is in front of me. Smiling at him cautiously, I am overwhelmed by how he can look so good when he looks so bad. Although he is still breathtakingly handsome, he is uncharacteristically disheveled; his clothes are wrinkled, and his hair is tussled. He also looks like he hasn’t slept in days. He is pale and drawn.
“Hi,” I say in a croak that doesn’t sound like me. He doesn’t say anything, so I ask, “Are you okay?” Staring at me, Reed does not respond to my question either as his eyes search my face. “Here sit down next to me,” I manage to say with my gravelly voice, patting the empty space beside me on the large bed. He crawls up on the bed next to me, snuggling in close to my side. Resting his head on my pillow, his hair falls down over his eyebrow, so I lift my hand to his brow to brush it back from his face. My arm feels heavy, and I am having trouble keeping it from falling listlessly back onto the bed. “What’s wrong with me?” I ask Reed warily.
Tight, grim lines form at the corners of Reed’s mouth. “You have been ill…” Reed replies in a hush tone, his voice trailing off.
My eyebrows rise. “I have? Huh. Have you been sick, too?” I ask him sympathetically, because he looks really tired. He nods at my question, and when I put my hand on his cheek, he turns his lips to kiss my palm. “Stay here with me. You should rest…” I whisper. Reed inhales deeply, closing his eyes tight. I am startled by his reaction to my words. He looks very sad. “Reed, what’s wrong?” I ask him, dreading his response.
“Nothing is wrong, Evie. You are alive,” he replies in a hoarse tone.
“Oh…” I say, not really getting what he is saying. I must’ve been very sick. I can hardly move, and my chest feels like someone drilled a hole in it… I inhale a sharp breath.
As I bring my hand to my chest, my fingers skim over the over-sized white button-down shirt I have on. A flood of reality hits me all at once. I can’t breathe. I can’t think. I’m panicking I have to…what? I have to stop him…I have to stop Freddie. He’s going to kill Russell!
“Reed!” I whisper urgently, in a voice that is so thin and breathless that I am not even sure he can understand me. “Freddie is bad—he wants to hurt me—he wants to hurt Russell—he killed Russell! Oh my God, Reed!” I rasp in horror, “He killed Russell—and I couldn’t—and I tried, but he just wouldn’t stop…”
Reed reaches over, pulling me into his arms. He strokes my hair as he says in a gentle, soothing tone, “Russell isn’t dead, Evie. You saved him.”
Weeping against his chest, I shake my head. “No” I sob, “Freddie stabbed him here, in the chest,” I say in denial, touching my own chest and wincing as if I have a wound there.
Reed’s arms tighten around me. “I know. You healed Russell. You took his wounds from him—you took them into your own body,” he says the last part angrily, like he doesn’t approve at all.
My breath hitches in my chest. “I healed…Russell? That’s…how could I have done that?” I whisper skeptically, still mourning Russell.
Reed’s lips brush the top of my head. “Evie, how do you even exist? It all makes no sense, but here you are, and Russell is downstairs, and I thought that I had lost you…” he stops talking then. He just strokes my hair gently as if I am as fragile as glass. After a few moments, he says, “You were the conduit to heal him at the very least. It was your hand that touched him, your body that absorbed his wounds.”
I sniffle. “So…Russell’s alive?” I ask.
“Yes,” he replies.
“And you think that I healed Russell?” I ask, wiping away a tear.
“Yes,” Reed says.
“And there is a downside in that I had to transfer his wounds to myself?” I ask Reed for clarity.
He nods briskly. “I will say there is a downside, Evie,” Reed says. Leaning over, he gently unbuttons my shirt and shows me the brutal looking scar on my chest. It is right in the same spot that Freddie had stabbed Russell with his knife. The necklace that Reed had given me rests just above it. Reed then pulls back my blanket, showing me the small, red scar from a wound in my thigh. It appears to be in the same leg and the same place where Russell had been stabbed.
As I touch the scar on my leg, I wince at its tenderness. “Russell is really downstairs?” I ask him softy.
“Yes. Do you want me to go and get him for you?” he asks with a deflated sigh.
I shake my head. “No, not yet. I don’t want anyone but you right now,” I whisper honestly. “Is he okay?” I ask as Reed tucks the blankets back around me.
Reed’s reply is stiff, “He is better than okay. You healed every wound he ever had. You even straightened out his nose for him. He looks different. I might have to break it for him again,” he grumbles, holding me tightly in his arms. “Brownie and Buns are downstairs, too,” he adds in a softer tone. “They wouldn’t leave you. They are worried about you, so I let them stay here.”
My eyes widen as I inhale deeply. “They’re angels! I didn’t know they were angels! Why didn’t anyone tell me?” I ask, astounded by their deception. “And their wings! You should see their wings! They look like butterflies!” I exclaim.
A small smile touches Reed’s lips. “They are Reapers,” Reed says, but when he sees fear enter my eyes, he quickly adds, “They are not Fallen. They both collect souls for Paradise. Reapers have different wings from ours. Some are like butterflies, and there are others that look like ladybugs and beetles,” Reed starts explaining to reassure me.
An ache in my chest makes my voice sound hollow as I murmur, “And…some look like dragonflies.”
Reed frowns. “Yes…until I find Alfred, and then he won’t have any wings to speak of,” Reed says calmly.
A shiver shakes me as I think, Freddie…he isn’t Freddie anymore—my Freddie is dead. All that’s left is Alfred.
Feeling my heart beating heavily in my chest, I ask, “How did Brownie and Buns know that we were there?” If it hadn’t been for the girls, I would’ve been without a soul, and Gaspard would’ve had a new toy to break.
Reed’s eyes darken as he frowns. “They weren’t aware that you were there at first. They became curious when they felt the souls that had been released by the massacre. Alfred made a mistake when he allowed Gaspard to kill all of those humans. He should have made his lieutenant wait until after he had taken your soul to kill the humans,” Reed explains.
“But he didn’t…” I say, feeling sicker as I remember the dead lying strewn on the floor.
“No, he didn’t,” Reed agrees as his mouth forms a grim line. “Buns and Brownie were there to do their jobs and collect the souls, but then they found you there with Alfred and Gaspard. Apparently, the girls seem to believe that you are their girl, and they did not take it well that Alfred and Gaspard were killing you. Reapers are usually non-violent.”
I remember everything now with a clarity that makes me tremble in fear and loathing. I try to tell Reed everything I can remember, and some of what I have to tell him is so difficult for me that my throat burns in pain as if someone is choking me. I have to stop several times so that I can sip some water before I go on.
The hardest part is telling Reed that the fallen Seraphim know about me and had sent Alfred to watch me. I’m not exactly sure why I feel so much shame in telling him that, but I suspect it is because I am afraid of what it means. If they know that I exist and had sent someone to watch me—watch me, not kill me, does it also mean that they had a hand in my very existence? I don’t know, and neither does Reed, but the thought makes me nauseous.
Reed, seeing worry and pain in my eyes, squeezes me tighter as if he will protect me from my own fears. “I’m very sorry. I should’ve never let you go out,” he says self-effacingly. “I should have known about Alfred. The Reaper is right; I am blind when I’m with you. I can see nothing but you, and that makes me ineffective,” Reed says, bringing his hand to his forehead and rubbing it.
“Reed, the only reason I’ve made it this far is because of you,” I say incredulously. “If it weren’t for you, Sebastian probably would’ve made a pillow of my bones by now, or whatever it is that those vile things do.” I shudder, having seen firsthand what the Fallen are capable of doing.
“I must be more disciplined in the future. There can be no more mistakes,” Reed continues. “I have to find Alfred soon. I’ve let him go, and he could be anywhere by now, but…I don’t think he will stray too far from you. He will be desperate, if what he said is true about not being able to go back to Sheol a failure. He needs your soul now, more than ever.”
I twist my hands together as I think of him. “Alfred said that he had a legitimate reason for being here. What do you think he meant by that?” I ask him, because I don’t quite understand everything that transpired. My head is beginning to ache, and I want to close my eyes, but I fight the urge.
Reed covers my hands in reassurance, saying, “He is a Reaper, just like your friends. They usher the soul to Paradise, or if it is damned, then they take it away to the abyss. The angels of death go where they are called. We as Powers don’t pay particular attention to them because, even if they are evil, they are here to do a job that is not disputed.”
My eyebrows rise, “You’re saying that, if a human is bad, then someone like Freddie will come to get his soul when he dies?” I ask, and Reed nods.
“You are not safe until we find Alfred and destroy him,” he says darkly.
In a small, panicky voice, I whisper, “That means Russell isn’t safe either. We have to protect him, Reed. Alfred knows all about Russell. That’s why he used him to get me to go with him to the Seven-Eleven.”
“And, you were willing to give away your soul in order to protect Russell,” Reed says in a hush tone of pain. “Evie, why? You promised me that you would do everything to survive. I thought I was watching you die.”
Seeing the raw, aching hurt on Reed’s face, I realize something. “You think I chose Russell over you?” I ask him, seeing how it must look to him, after all the promises I had made.
“Didn’t you?” he replies with a quiet kind of bitterness that runs deep.
I shake my head. “No. Never. I will never want anything as much as I want you. I will never love anything as much as I love you,” I say passionately.
“Then, why did you do it?” he asks in bewilderment.
“Because I had to, and I hoped that one day you would forgive me for it,” I whisper, and I begin to cry again because I know that I’ve hurt him badly.
“Then…you are still mine?” he asks me searchingly.
“That is never in dispute. I will always be yours,” I wipe at the tears on my face. “I’m so sorry,” I cry harder.
“Shhh…my brave girl…my love. You have to rest now, or you will make yourself sicker,” Reed whispers comfortingly. He pulls me closer, drying my tears with the corner of my sheet.
“I’ll make it up to you. I’ll make you so happy that you’ll have to forgive me eventually,” I whisper hoarsely, trying to ease the ache in my chest.
“You don’t need to be forgiven for anything…and I am happy. You are alive, and you love me.”
“Reed,” I say.
“Evie,” he says back, the way I used to do to him when we argued, before I knew he was an angel. He smiles at me.
My eyes droop, and I know that I am falling asleep. “Don’t leave. You look very tired. You need to rest. Sleep here with me, okay?”
“Sleep, love,” Reed says, and because I can’t fight it anymore, I obey.
**
“Why didn’t anybody tell me I missed finals? I’m going to lose my scholarship!” I say, panicking and attempting to get out of bed. I feel a restraining hand on my shoulder, holding me down. Reed, sitting next to me, is apparently ready for me to freak out over the news that I’ve been in bed for, not days, but weeks. I have missed my finals and we are well into the winter break, fast approaching Christmas.
From the armchair next to my bed, Buns says, “Sweetie, we took care of it for you. I wrote a letter to the administration stating that you’d been very sick. When you’re better, they’ll let you take your exams.”
Brownie, standing by the window, chimes in, “I’ll help you study for your art history exam, since I’ve met several of the artists you’re studying.” My eyes must be really wide because she laughs at my expression.
“And I will help you with your History of Western Civilization exam,” Zephyr says firmly.
Buns gives him a skeptical smile. “Do you really think that’s a good idea, Zee?” Buns asks.
“Of course.” Zephyr says, frowning. “Why would I be a bad choice to help her?”
“Sweetie, you have a slightly different perspective on history than the humans do,” Buns tries to say gently. I see she is trying very hard not to smirk so Zephyr will not be offended.
Zephyr growls from the corner of the room, before he crosses his arms over his chest and leans up against the wall, looking sullen. “I will be correct with my facts. It’s not my fault if the humans get it wrong in their history recordings. I should know because I was there.”
I sigh tiredly, rubbing my forehead. “Ugh, there is so much to do. I don’t even know where my books are,” I say unhappily. “I have to do well or I’ll lose my scholarship.”
“Sweetie, you have an angel’s brain. This won’t be that hard,” Buns remarks. “But even if you didn’t do well, you wouldn’t lose your scholarship. Reed is the benefactor of your scholarship fund, and I doubt he’d let them take it from you.”
Dropping my hand from my forehead, my eyebrows rise. “What?” I ask her, and then glare at Reed accusingly. “You mean you could’ve yanked my scholarship at any time and sent me packing?” I ask him incredulously.
“Yes. But that would have been rude,” he smiles at me sweetly.
“How close did you come to doing it?” I ask, not fooled for a minute.
“I filled out the paperwork, but then I talked to you at registration, and I couldn’t go through with it,” he replies, grasping my hand and kissing the back of it.
Abruptly, several thoughts occur to me. “Oh my gosh, Uncle Jim! What in the world am I going to tell him? Has he called? Does he know that I was sick? What happened to the people at the Seven-Eleven? Are the police involved? Where’s Russell? Did he miss finals, too? You didn’t let him go home, did you? He can’t go home, Freddie…Alfred is still out there! I have to get dressed. I have to call my uncle!” I say in rapid succession as questions whirl around in my brain.
“Brownie and I took care of the souls; they’re safe now. You don’t have to worry about them, sweetie,” Buns says simply, watching me close. I don’t know how I know that something is really wrong, but I do.
“You’re not telling me something,” I say, beginning to feel paranoid as I look at their faces, which are suddenly turning grave. “Where’s Russell?” I ask them.
“He’s downstairs in the library, I think, sweetie,” Buns says in a gentle tone. “We wanted to talk to you first, before you talk to Russell.”
A disquieting chill trickles over my skin, raising goose bumps on my arms. Slipping to the edge of the bed, I put my feet on the floor. I feel so weak, I think. I no longer have an IV. Reed had persuaded a cardiac specialist and several members of his staff to come and take care of me when I was first injured. Then he erased every memory of them ever being here from their minds. They are gone now because I am getting better.
Glancing at Buns again, her expression has changed from forced cheerfulness to an ancient, stoic mien. With graceful simplicity, she begins, “Your Uncle Jim, his soul, I am told, is the purest, most gentle and kind that the Reaper who had the honor of transitioning him had ever beheld…”
My heart contorts and my throat constricts tight, “No. Don’t tell me, Buns. I don’t want to know. Please don’t tell me,” I whisper, standing up and trying to take a step toward the bathroom door. I have to get away from them. I can’t hear whatever they are all here to tell me.
A gentle breeze touches my legs, and then Reed lifts me in his arms. “Evie, you have to forgive me. I was so focused on you—on keeping you alive, that nothing else seemed important.”
Tears blind me. “Don’t tell me, Reed,” I say in a tight voice, putting my finger to his mouth to hush him.
“Evie,” Buns says with a note of guilt, “we thought that Alfred would run and hide from us in the deepest hole he could find. We didn’t suspect—we went there, to your uncle’s house, but it was too late. Alfred must’ve gone straight there, so we probably couldn’t have stopped him, even if we knew…” Buns trails off.
“No, Buns!” I scream at her angrily, wiggling and fighting for Reed to put me down. He does, but only because he probably thinks I would hurt myself, not because it has any effect on him whatsoever.
Limping to the bathroom, I close the door. Looking around for somewhere to hide, I choose the shower, shuffling feebly across the floor to it. I turn it on, stepping in with Reed’s white, button-down shirt still on me. I let the water wash away the tears that I feel will never end. I lean up against the wall of the shower, but I can’t hold myself up anymore, so I slide down the wall to the floor. My poor Uncle Jim, what did he do to you? My mind cries in anguish so overwhelming and intense, it makes the pain I had endured to this point seem like nothing.
Alfred had promised to bring me so much pain that I would beg him to take my soul. He is delivering on that promise. I would’ve given my soul to save Uncle Jim, but he hadn’t given me the option.
The door of the shower opens. Reed turns off the water before picking me up off the wet floor. He cradles me in his arms. “He’s dead?” I ask in an anguished whisper, but I already know the answer.
“Yes.” Reed answers, not giving me any details. Walking to the vanity, he sits me down on the counter. He wraps a thick, warm robe around me.
“Funeral?” I ask in a hush tone, because this had happened almost three weeks ago. I sag against Reed limply.
“There was one. The Reapers made the arrangements. You were too sick to go. It wouldn’t have been a good idea for you to be there anyway because of Alfred. We can go there, to the cemetery, when it’s safe,” he says quietly, smoothing my wet hair away from my face.
“Did the police investigate?” I ask him numbly. It is strange how my brain still works, even when I feel dead inside. Reed finishes tying the belt on the robe before lifting me off the counter. He carries me back into the bedroom to my bed. Everyone had gone back downstairs, so we are alone.
“Yes. They came here to speak to you, but they believe that you had been in a car accident. Zee and I destroyed your car. I will buy you another one. We needed to make it look like that is how you got hurt,” he says. “The police, investigating your uncle’s murder, believe that he was probably killed by one of the angry spouses that your uncle investigated.”
“Why do they think that?” I ask him quietly.
Reed’s brows draw together in concern as he reluctantly says, “They think that because of the violence employed in the crime.”
“How did he die?” I ask as I hold my breath, waiting for Reed’s response.
Reed doesn’t say anything at first, until I turn and look at his eyes. “Badly,” Reed replies, not saying any more. I nod my head, acknowledging what he is telling me. He is saying that I don’t want to know, and I believe him. He nudges me to lie in the bed, covering me with the blankets.
“I should’ve given him what he wanted. I shouldn’t have resisted…why did I resist?” I whisper wretchedly.
“No, Evie, don’t say that. I will take care of it. Alfred doesn’t understand what pain is…not yet, but he will, I promise you,” Reed says. “I will define the word ‘suffering’ for him.”
Reed’s words are meant to comfort me, but avenging my uncle hardly matters to me at this moment. Uncle Jim is dead and nothing will change that fact, not even Alfred’s pain. I close my eyes. I want nothing more than to go to sleep and never wake up. Tears run down my cheeks again, but I am too tired to wipe them away.
**
I awake to find someone holding my hand, and I look over to see Russell staring at me sadly from a chair he had pulled up to my bed. “Hey, there ya are, Red,” he says with a softening of his eyes as he bends over my hand, placing a kiss upon it.
“Russell, are you…okay?” I ask him groggily, trying to sit up in bed. I still feel weak, but I don’t want him to see that. He notices anyway, and he gently helps me to sit up. Looking him over to see if he has any outward injuries, he looks to be in perfect health.
“I’m sorry, Red,” Russell says bluntly, peering down at my small hand in his enormous one. “I tried to make ya go away. I’d been havin’ these nightmares for days, ‘bout the Seven-Eleven. I knew somethin’ bad was gonna happen, and I didn’t want ya involved, so I tried to make ya go away. But yer stubborn, and I should’ve known you would never give up on me,” he says, looking up at my eyes again and grimacing. “I didn’t understand what was happenin’.”
“You were having dreams, just like I was?” I ask him, stunned.
“I wouldn’t say just like ya ‘cuz I was never hit by a light, or given a necklace in my nightmares,” he states emphatically, and I realize that Reed, or someone, had filled Russell in on some of the details that he was kept in the dark about before now. “Ya should never have gone with Freddie. Ya should’ve gone for help…found Zephyr,” he says, scolding me while he shakes his head.
“Russell, I had to go, you’re my soul mate,” I say plainly, and I know that he understands what I am saying because I’m his soul mate, too.
“Yeah, I am, so ya know how I feel ‘bout ya tryin’ to give up yer soul for me. Don’t ya ever do anythin’ like that again, do ya understand?” he says with heat in his tone.
I can feel my face paling. “Russell, Alfred is still out there. He still wants my soul, so you aren’t safe until we get him,” I say with urgency.
Russell’s shoulders hunch a little as his eyebrows draw together. “Yeah, I know, Red. My family isn’t safe while he’s out there either. Reed is takin’ precautions to have my family protected.” Russell replies. “Buns and Brownie are gonna go with me to my house for Christmas. I can’t go home alone. I need them to be my bodyguards,” Russell says. There is something different about him and I am trying really hard to figure out what it is. His frown lifts a little. “I can’t wait to see my family. I miss them so much,” he says, and then he looks at me quickly as if he had said something totally inappropriate. I know that he is thinking about my uncle, and I try really hard not to let any tears form in my eyes.
“I’ll bet they miss you, too,” I murmur, proud of myself for not choking on the words.
Russell, trying hard to be cheerful, says, “I don’t know how I’m gonna explain to my family ‘bout my nose,” Russell says, smiling at me. He turns his head slightly to the side, so that I can see his straight nose more clearly from another angle. It looks perfect; in fact, Russell looks more handsome than even a straight nose can account for. There are other, subtler changes in him that I am beginning to distinguish, too.
“Ya know, I never did figure it out what ya are, until I saw that angel with the white wings in the Seven-Eleven. I didn’t know that there are bad angels. Bad angels…isn’t that what they call an oxymoron?” he asks me sadly, and I nod at him, understanding fully what he is saying. “What they did in there, to those people…” Seeing him shudder, I squeeze his hand tight because I can’t speak. “Well, I’m relieved to know that not all of ‘em are like that…just the fallen ones.”
He knows, I think. They must’ve told him everything. I am surprised they told him because of the rules. “I’m sorry, Russell. Alfred only had to observe us together to know that you are my soul mate, and he hurt you because of it. I tried to stop him, but I couldn’t stop him. I’m so sorry…” I say, putting my forehead on top of our clasped hands as they rest on the bed next to me.
“Red, didn’t ya hear anything I’ve been sayin’? I’m sorry, ‘cuz maybe if I had figured all this out sooner, then that devil wouldn’t have gotten ya and nearly killed ya,” he replies, sounding sick with remorse and grief. “I’m gonna take care of it, though. I’m gonna find that little evil insect, and I’m gonna exterminate him.”
Looking up at him, I am surprised by how adamant he sounds. “Russell, what are you talking about? He’s an angel, and you are human. You’re no match for him,” I say as a warning.
“Zee said he’ll train me when I’m ready, and then we’ll hunt the little maggot down and send him into the dark like he’d have sent ya,” Russell says, gritting his teeth in anticipation of that day.
Confusion wrinkles my brow. “What?” I ask him as fear courses through me. “Zee can’t train you. He has to be really careful not to hurt you because he could crush a human like a stick of butter,” I explain, trying to reason with him.
“He can’t train me, yet. Yer right, I’m too soft right now, but that won’t always be the case. Ya see, Evie, ya changed me when ya healed me,” Russell says in a quiet voice. He is trying to be gentle in his explanation. “Buns thinks that when ya took my wounds from me, ya gave me back pieces of yer own self to, sort of, fill in the blanks. It did somethin’ to me. I’m evolvin’ now, just like you are,” he says sadly as he watches my face for my reaction to what he just said.
“What did you say?” I ask. I still as I stare at him, waiting for him to answer me.
“I’m tellin’ ya that I’m no longer just human,” he says plainly.
“Are you telling me that you’re turning into an angel?” I ask him in alarm.
“It looks as if ya aren’t the only angel with a soul ‘round here anymore,” he says stoically. “I’m a freak, too,” he jokes, trying to smile, but it doesn’t reach his eyes because it is purely done for my benefit.
“How do you know?” I ask him in desperation, trying to deny what he is saying. I need to find the loophole that will let him out of this down side of my ability. I need to find a way for Russell to be a normal person, so that he can have a normal life. Looking at me for a moment, he pulls a pocketknife from his jeans. He releases the blade, and then makes a small cut in his thumb. I watch as his blood wells up and drips from his hand. In minutes it has stopped bleeding, and in ten minutes it is almost as if it had never existed.
I sit back on my pillow. Then, I turn away from him. I can’t look at him, at what I’d done to him, anymore. I had saved him so that he could be hunted, just as I am hunted, reviled, just as I am reviled, and cursed, just as I am cursed.
“I have no words to tell you how much I wish…” I choke and clench my teeth, “how much I regret…I would never had wished this on you. I should have…but I couldn’t let you go. Now you will be hunted, just like I am.”
I can’t go on. I’ve brought my destruction upon him, and now there is no going back. I had asked God for help to save Russell’s life, but I had not been specific about the means of doings so, nor had I been aware of the consequences he would face because of it. I am not God. I do not know His mind; this is a lesson to me.
“Red, ya didn’t do this to me. This is something more than you,” he says, and reaching for my chin, he turns my face toward him again. “I have a job to do here, just as ya have, and I can cry about it, or I can be like my friend and face it bravely, whatever comes. I’d like to think I’m not a coward, so I’ll man up…or angel up…whatever,” he says ironically. “Anyway, ya can’t turn back the clock on it. It’s done, and I think I might eventually enjoy bein’ an angel. I have to say that I’m already enjoyin’ some of the benefits it has brought me.”
“What benefits?” I ask him, disbelieving that there are any benefits to being half angel and half human anymore.
“Well, for one thing, Reed can’t persuade me to do anythin’ anymore,” Russell smirks. “And now, they let me in on all the secrets that ya know. Buns thinks I’ll have red wings like ya—that I’ll also be Seraphim, which seems to irritate Reed. I’ll outrank him in Paradise, if we ever get there.”
“Russell, we’re kind of mutants, I don’t think we’ll outrank anything.” I say seriously.
“Ya know, I thought that I couldn’t be more freaked out when I thought y’all were aliens. When I thought ya were some kind of alien spawn, or somethin’…but, this is way stranger than that,” he says with some levity.
“Tell me about it. Try thinking you are the alien spawn, though, and are just waiting around for something to come crawling out of you,” I reply, trying to bring my own brand of humor to the conversation. “It’s no fun being creepy, is it?”
“Naw, but at least I have ya to be creepy with. It should be an interestin’ eternity, anyway. Can’t wait to see what happens next,” he says in a thoughtful way.
In a casual tone, Reed says, “It is quite interesting…and we’ll have all of eternity to find out, so maybe we should let Evie rest, so that she can get better.” As Reed walks into the room, Russell stands.
An unpleasant frown forms on Russell’s lips. “Yer right,” Russell says in a stiff tone to Reed, “Red and me will have all of eternity to talk ‘bout it. I just worry about ya. I mean ya could get called back to Heaven at any time. It’s probably about time ya had some R and R. Who can say what will happen next?”
Hearing Reed growl, I see Russell immediately tense and go into a defensive stance, just like an angel would. I wonder briefly if it is an instinct. “What’s going on?” I ask them in surprise regarding their demeanor toward one another. Looking from one to the other, neither one of them answers me for a moment. They just continue to eye each other.
Then, Reed says, “Nothing, love. I was just checking to see how you are doing.”
“I’m fine. Russell and I were just talking about how creepy we both are,” I explain, holding my hand out to him.
“You are not creepy,” he says, sitting down next to me on the bed. Taking my hand, he kisses it lightly. “Russell, on the other hand, is up for debate.”
“Reed!” I say defensively. “Don’t say that.”
“It’s okay, Red.” Russell says. “I really need to go and pack for my trip home. We moved all of my clothes and stuff here, since I guess this is gonna be headquarters from now on until Reed and Zee figure out our next move.”
“When are you leaving to go home?” I ask him with worry.
“Tonight, the girls and I have a flight out of Detroit. We’ll be back in a couple of weeks. I’ll miss ya, Red. I wish ya could come,” Russell says with concern in his expression.
“I’ll miss you, too,” I say, but I feel relief that I’m not going. I’d ruin it because I will be mourning my uncle. Even now, I am just barely able to hold the burning ache at bay so that Russell doesn’t have to witness my sorrow.
“Take care of her,” Russell says to Reed in an austere way.
“With my life,” Reed replies immediately, but it is more of a vow than a retort.
Russell walks over to bed and, leaning down, he places a gentle kiss on my cheek. “I love ya, Red,” he says.
“I love you, too, Russell,” I smile into his eyes. “Merry Christmas.”
“Merry Christmas,” he replies and turning, he walks from the room, leaving me with Reed.



CHAPTER 21
WINTER BREAK
I GAIN PHYSICAL strength over the next few days and I am able to get out of bed and start taking care of myself. My scars fade rapidly, and then they just disappear as if they never existed. If only the emotional scars would heal like that, but I know that I will carry them for as long as my memory can hold them. I think my memory is determined to never forget a single detail of that night, weeks ago, since I have vivid nightmares of it each time I close my eyes to rest. I try to appear normal for Zephyr and Reed, but I don’t think I’m fooling either one of them, since they have supernatural hearing, and I cry myself to sleep almost every night.
I realize just how hard it had been for Reed while I was ill when I come downstairs for the first time and I see what he did to the dining room. It is almost empty now because Reed had smashed just about everything that had been in the room. Zephyr says Reed had made matchsticks out of the table, so they had already disposed of it. The ornate candlesticks that had graced the table are now indistinct hunks of metal, but a few resemble something out of a Dali painting; Reed had bent them in such a way that they appear as if they’d melted.
It’s partly the reason Reed had terminated his staff: Andre and Greta. After all of the commotion with my recovery, the doctors being here, having to trash my car, and the police showing up, Reed just couldn’t keep persuading his staff that things weren’t extremely weird around here. He also realized that we would soon have four full-blown angels and two half angels in residence, so someone will always be messing up at the wrong time in front of Andre or Greta. He gave them both huge severance checks and found them new positions elsewhere.
**
On Christmas morning, Reed, Zee, and I all converge in the library, where Reed and Zephyr both stack armloads of presents in front of me. “Um, wow, guys,” I murmur while nearly buried beneath a mound a gift-wrapped packages. “This is very nice and all, but, uh, nobody gets presents like this. It’s a little too much.”
“What do you mean?” Zephyr asks me in a serious tone.
I look around again at the towering piles of gifts. “I mean, you’re going to spoil me, and then I’ll be rotten, and you won’t like me anymore,” I reply.
Zephyr frowns. “You cannot rot,” Zephyr replies, “your physiology is equipped with defensive—”
“I don’t think she was being literal, Zee,” Reed interrupts him with a smile.
“Never mind,” I say under my breath when I realize they have no idea how over the top this all is. I have to try harder not to ruin their first Christmas with a half-human.
I open box after box of extravagant gifts. There are perfumes, a cell phone, iPods, a laptop, shoes, bags, coats, belts, jewelry, make-up, clothing, hair accessories, field hockey equipment, new snow skis and ski boots, snowboards, and that’s just what was wrapped. There are other things that couldn’t be wrapped like the new red Range Rover.
Reed tries to hide his excitement as he holds my hand and leads me out to the driveway to see the car. “I had to get you a new one after what I did to your car, so it’s not really a gift,” Reed explains.
“Reed, it’s a Range Rover, not a used car,” I reply, knowing this cost ten times what my other car was worth—maybe more.
“You don’t like it?” he asks, trying not to let me see his disappointment.
Hurriedly, I say, “I never expected that you’d buy me a new car! Thank you, Reed,” I say, throwing my arms around him to hide my face in his chest. I am so overwhelmed by all that everyone has given me; I don’t know what to do. Reed seems pleased by my reaction. Picking me up off my feet, he gives me a gentle hug that is full of restraint—like he might break me.
“I like Christmas. This is fun,” he says with a smile in his tone as he sets me on my feet again.
“You know…you don’t have to buy me expensive gifts…I just like being here with you,” I say as we turn to go back into the house.
“Evie, most of us have more money than we know what to do with, so it’s nothing to either of Zee or me to buy you anything you want,” he informs me, walking back to the library.
“Why don’t you use your money to, I don’t know, cure extreme poverty or something like that, if you have so much of it?” I ask him probingly. We sit back down in the library by the tree, and I admire the lights that Reed had strung over it.
“We can’t. It’s not allowed. We aren’t supposed to tamper with human lives in any way. We can’t interfere like that. It would throw things out of balance, skew them,” he says, trying to explain it to me.
“Oh, I see. Can’t go helping the humans,” I say with sarcasm. “So how are you getting away with giving me all of this?” I ask him, spreading my arms to indicate all of the gifts that filled the room.
“Loophole, you are not entirely human, now, are you?” he smiles at me winningly and I smile back.
“If you can’t tamper with humans by giving them money, then how do you get away with being a major contributor to Crestwood?” I ask him, and realize that he hasn’t taken his eyes off of me all day.
“I don’t give them all of the money myself. I mostly persuade the wealthy to contribute a little money to the school,” Reed explains.
“But isn’t that still cheating? I mean, if you persuade them to do it?” I ask with a crooked smile.
Reed puts his finger to his lips, “Shh…no one seems to have noticed, yet,” he says with a sublime smile.
“Do you do that, too, Zee?” I ask Zephyr who is checking out the hand-held GPS that Reed had given him.
Zephyr’s brow wrinkles in confusion. “Why would you think I could persuade the humans to do anything?”
My eyes widen. “You can’t? But, I thought that it was a trait that all real angels could do,” I say in confusion.
Zephyr laughs then at my naiveté and says, “Reed is the only angel I have ever known to be able to influence humans like he does. Can you imagine if we all could do it? The Fallen would have won for sure, since they would have probably told all the humans to kill each other, and then just collected their souls for Sheol. Game over, they win. No, thankfully, Reed is the only one who can persuade, and he only uses it for good. Well, mostly—I have a feeling that those doctors would disagree, but that was an emergency situation, and we will not worry about that now.”
“He’s very unique then,” I say as I watch Reed watching me.
“Yes,” Zephyr says, shrugging.
I remember then that I have gifts for them, too. “Oh, I almost forgot to give you both your presents!” I say excitedly as I go to the tree and find the presents I had bought from the Internet. I hand them each their wrapped boxes, watching them while they open them.
Zephyr smiles wickedly when he opens his first present. It is a Caracara knife. “High-carbon stainless steel with black tungsten DLC Coating and a titanium handle with carbon fiber. Thank you,” Zephyr says, not looking at the packaging, but knowing the weapon by sight alone. I shiver, seeing him wield the knife to test its weight and agility, grateful that he seems to like me now.
He opens the next gift, which is a box of Twinkies. “What are these?” he asks in confusion.
“Those are Twinkies; they go well with cognac,” Reed explains as I muffle a giggle. Zephyr doesn’t look convinced, but that doesn’t stop him from slicing the box open with his new knife and wickedly dissecting a poor, defenseless Twinkie.
Reed opens his first present from me, which are several boxes of frozen mac and cheese packed in a cooler to keep them from thawing while under the tree.
“What’s that?” Zephyr asks in a suspicious tone.
“It’s mac and cheese. Have you ever had it?” Reed asks Zephyr.
“No,” he says positively.
“You haven’t lived, Zee,” Reed says, smiling into my eyes. He opens the next present and looks at me in confusion for a moment.
“It’s my Uncle Jim’s class ring. He always used to wear it, and I loved playing with it when I was a little girl. I called my friend Molly and asked her to get it for me from my house and send it here. I want you to have it. You don’t have to wear it. It will make me happy to know you have it. I loved him more than anything in the world, and now I love you as much as that,” I say, trying really hard not to cry again because it seems as if that is all I ever do anymore.
Gathering me in his arms, Reed holds me. “Thank you,” he whispers in my ear, and then slips the ring on his finger.
“I don’t know how you did it, Evie, but you made us both look stingy,” Zephyr says, getting up from his seat and taking his box of Twinkies with him as he leaves us alone in the library.
“Thank you for all of my presents.” I say to Reed, kissing his cheek and feeling his smooth skin beneath my lips.
“Do you know what I keep thinking about?” Reed asks me.
“No, what?” I reply.
“I keep thinking about how much I enjoy this,” he says.
“Christmas?” I murmur, distracted by his seductive lips.
“Yes…and you being here with me. I have a family now, you and me…” he trails off, watching me to see my reaction.
My heart beats faster. “Me?” I ask, feeling a warm sensation wrap around my heart, surprising me. “I’m your family?”
“Yes,” he says gently, “and I will protect my family against anything that threatens it.” He brings my hand to his lips, kissing the back of my fingers gently.
“Just about everything threatens it,” I reply with a sad smile.
Reed’s fingers tighten on mine. “Zee and I are working on some strategies to change that, Evie,” he says in a serious tone.
“You are?” I ask, feeling a small spark of hope grow inside of me.
“You shouldn’t worry; I will take care of you,” he says with so much conviction that I feel myself beginning to believe that he can.
Concern clouds my eyes. “Maybe you shouldn’t,” I say, wanting to protect him, too.
“Evie,” he says my name like a gentle caress, “I love you…and I’m not asking for your permission to protect you,” he says with a smile.
My eyebrow quirks at his arrogance, before I say, “No, you’re not. I guess I’ll have to let you then, because I love you, too.”
“I guess you will,” he grins, too happy to hide it. Slowly, he pulls me to him, brushing his lips gently against mine, and for the first time in weeks, I feel completely safe.
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CHAPTER 1
NEW YEAR’S EVE
“OKAY, SWEETIE, IT’S time to get up now,” Buns says in a brisk manner as she breezes into my room at noon. Heading immediately to the windows to open the curtain, she dispels the cave-like atmosphere. Light bursts into the room, causing me to squint at her and cover my eyes against the glare.
“Buns, what are you doing here?” I ask her groggily, shielding my eyes with my arm. I love my room in Reed’s Crestwood house, but the windows let in a lot of light. “Aren’t you supposed to be at Russell’s house until next week?” I ask in confusion as I grip my pillow and pull myself up to a sitting position.
“Aren’t you amped to see me, Evie?” Buns counters with her hands on her hips, assessing me. I’m sure I look really bad because I haven’t brushed my hair today so I probably have major bedhead.
“Of course I’m glad to see you, I missed you. How was your holiday down south?” I ask, thinking about how warm and beautiful Buns had described Russell’s family to me on the phone.
“It was a lot of fun, very endearing—I was having an amazing time. Scarlett, Russell’s sister, is just like us. She’s ready to stir up some trouble at a moments notice,” Buns says, eyeing me shrewdly.
“Is Russell back, too?” I ask her, sitting up straighter in bed and rubbing my eyes.
“Russell is still at home with his family. Brownie stayed with him. They’re fine. They’ll be back in a few days, just before classes start. I came back early because Reed called me,” she says with a disapproving look.
“He did? Well, you should’ve stayed with Russell. He needs you. What if something happens?” I ask, feeling uncomfortable with the fact that Russell is still several states away with only Brownie for protection; even though Brownie is strong and vicious in a fight, it still worries me because fallen angels are even more vicious.
“Nothing will happen. They’re fine. You, on the other hand, are not. Reed said you aren’t getting out of bed. He’s worried,” her reply is stern as she looks at me like I let her down.
“I get out of bed.” I say with a frown, trying to remember when I was last up. It was yesterday I think—or maybe not. “I’m just tired,” I finish defensively.
“No, you’re doing that self-helpless thing again like you did before when Reed wouldn’t talk to you. I don’t think I can live through another one, so you’re getting up now,” Buns says, pulling me out of bed without effort because she is really freaking strong—angel strong. “I don’t want to hear another word about this until you’ve showered and gotten dressed. The clock is ticking, let’s go,” she says in a militant way.
“FINE!” I retort, and storm toward the bathroom feeling harassed. After I take a shower and dress, I rejoin Buns. She is sitting on my bed waiting for me.
“We’re getting you out of the house today. What do you want to do?” Buns asks me as she gets up and moves towards where I stand by my closet door.
“We’re allowed to leave the house?” I ask her in shock because I haven’t been out for most of winter break.
Buns frowns. “You are now and I’m gonna lose it if they have a problem with it. No wonder you’re so depressed, sitting here with nothing to do but dwell on everything that has happened. Those Powers can’t figure that out?” she asks rhetorically. “They’re going to have to compromise their need to have every angle covered and keep in mind that you’re part human, too. You need to be out doing stuff. You’re a teenager!” she says as if that would explain everything.
I’ve been on virtual house arrest since waking up from my injuries a few weeks ago. Just thinking of what happened then sends shivers down my spine and I have to lean up against the wall by my closet door. I can hardly think about the massacre at the 7-Eleven without feeling a wave of panic hit me. Being FUBARed by my ex-friend, Alfred, has taken a serious toll on me.
“What are we going to do?” I ask her, feeling like I can crawl into bed and go back to sleep.
“Let’s start out with a run, and then we’ll plan what we’re gonna do tomorrow night.” Buns says with girlish excitement.
“What’s tomorrow night?” I ask her in confusion because I don’t even know what day it is.
“Evie, tomorrow’s New Year’s Eve. You didn’t know that?” she asks me with a worried look.
I shake my head. “Things have been a little out of focus for me since you left—kind of abstract. Reed and Zee have been great. I feel really bad that I let them down,” I reply.
“You didn’t let them down. They just don’t know what you need. It’s just like when you didn’t know you were an angel. You had Reed menacing you and you were evolving abilities you couldn’t possibly comprehend—you needed a distraction, so Brownie and I tried to provide that whenever we could, so you wouldn’t dwell on it,” she says, smiling at me.
“I’m still floored that you knew all along what was going on and I had no clue that you and Brownie are Reapers. You could’ve let me in on it,” I say.
“Sweetie, we couldn’t tell you, and since we are really good at fooling humans, you just never guessed,” she says, shrugging. “I doubt you would’ve taken it well if we just announced to you that we were angels of death. That’s kind of a dark freak flag to be flying as far as most humans are concerned. Even though we knew you’re both human and angel, we kinda reasoned that you weren’t really aware of that.”
“Why did you decide to help me out?” I ask, since I don’t understand just why they have been so good to me.
“Like we said before, Evie, you’re a kindred spirit. You have a bit of a wild side in you, just like Brownie and me. Not all angels are like that, at least, the divine kind of angels,” she says, handing me my running shoes from the closet. “And, we thought it was kind of lame that you had to go through your evolution into angel here on Earth with all of the dangers clawing at you, while every other angel we know of has gotten to evolve in Paradise, safely tucked away with no care or fear to mar the event.”
“Oh, that sounds nice…I didn’t know I was getting completely gypped,” I reply with sarcasm, wondering what it would’ve been like to feel completely safe while all of this is happening.
“Evie, I hate to be the one to tell you this, but if you had been a Seraph in Heaven when you evolved, you would’ve been completely pampered,” she says with a sheepish smile. “You would’ve been the darling of the Seraphim, I’m sure.
I give Buns a skeptical look. I doubt that any of them would ever think I’m darling. “Pampering is for wimps,” I say, trying to make light of it all.
“Exactly!” Buns replies happily. “So, we’ll just go tell the boys that we’re going for a run, and then we’ll plan New Year’s. We’ll probably have to stay somewhere around here because I doubt Reed will let us go to London or Paris for it. He’ll probably have a problem with New York, too. Maybe I can convince him to let us go to Chicago. That would be epic,” she says, beginning to get excited about getting out of Crestwood.
“Good luck with that. I couldn’t convince him to let me out past the courtyard,” I reply, giving her a pessimistic smile. Reed has been extremely sweet, but unbending when it comes to what he considers dangerous and risky.
“Well, this conversation will have ‘awkward’ written all over it then, because I plan on getting my way,” she says with heat in her voice.
But as it turns out, Reed is very accommodating when it comes to Buns’s requests. He just retrieves his shoes and coat when he hears we plan to go running and follows us out of the house without a word. I am surprised until I realize that he must really be worried about me.
Running out to Lake Arden, I feel like I can breathe for the first time in days. It’s cold because it’s the middle of winter but that doesn’t bother me like it would’ve before I started evolving. I am beginning to acquire the armor-like angel skin that protects me from things like cold and extreme heat. The transformation has been seamless, happening a little bit each day. Reed said it would take several more months to complete the transformation.
After we run around the lake, Buns pauses on the trail that leads back to Reed’s house. “Sweetie, I’m going to head back and see Zee. I’ve missed him,” she says, smiling, as she looks from me to Reed. “I want to start planning for New Year’s, too. You should stay—get some more exercise.”
“Okay,” I reply, watching Reed. She nods her head, and then she is gone in a fraction of a second, leaving behind only her light footprints in the snow.
“Do you want to walk this time?” Reed asks, falling in step beside me on the path.
“Sure,” I reply, trying to concentrate on the scenery around me, so that I won’t stare at his profile. The beautiful angles of his face make me want to reach my hand out and touch him.
Reed puts his gloved hand in mine, tucking my arm securely in his. We walk for a while, not talking. The butterflies that pull me toward him are ever-present, but it’s more reassuring than sensual at the moment. I turn my face toward the lake, feeling the breeze coming off of it. Smoky breath rises from us, mixing together above our heads like lovers entwined.
Finally, I break the silence. “I’m sorry, Reed,” I say in a strained tone that disturbs the quiet hush of the snow-blanketed trees.
Reed looks surprised when he turns toward me, his green eyes searching my face. “For what?” he asks.
“For not being able to deal with this better,” I say with regret. He squeezes my arm tighter as we walk closer together.
“Evie, you have nothing to be sorry for,” he says quietly. “I am the one who should apologize. I have caged you up to protect you, only to discover it’s killing you,” he says, sounding contrite.
“No, it’s not that really—it is just that there is not a lot to do but sit and think about Alfred…or my uncle.” I say in a hush voice, thinking of my Uncle Jim and the fact that I will never see him again. Alfred had made sure of that. He had made sure that my uncle suffered before he died.
We walk a few steps more before I can say, “It just seemed easier to sleep and not think about anything.” I pretend as if the nightmares that haunt my sleep don’t exist. “You must’ve been worried to call Buns.”
Reed frowns. “I don’t have very much experience with human emotions. This is all new to me. I’m trying to understand your emotions and mine, too. I’ve felt a different range of emotions since meeting you,” he smiles down at me as we continue walking arm-in-arm.
“A different range?” I ask, raising my eyebrow.
Reed studies our clasped hands. “Let me think…” he sighs, “well, elation is an emotion that I have not experienced for sometime, not since I’ve been here and I don’t remember it being so—intense,” he says, smiling and shaking his head.
“What made you elated?” I ask him, breathless as his beautiful smile melts my heart.
“When you told me that you would never love anything more than you love me,” he says in a soft tone. A blush of happiness warms my cheeks and I listen intently as he continues. “Desire is also stronger, more—potent.”
I nod knowingly, because I share the same unquenchable desire for him.
Reed’s eyes darken as he continues, “Well, Powers are often jealous, but I have never felt that emotion so strong as when I had to watch you with Russell—thinking that I would have to wait for the next eighty years until he died to call you mine,” he says as his jaw clenches. “That was more than jealousy…that was sorrow.”
It is my turn to squeeze his arm as we round the far side of the lake. “And then, there is an emotion that I don’t ever want to experience again. That one is called agony,” he says, scowling a little when he names it. “That is what I felt when I thought you were dying.”
I find it hard to breathe all of a sudden and I have to take several deep breaths to try to slow down the beating of my heart. He notices and stops to sweep me up in a hug that lifts me off my feet. “And then, there is love,” he says in a voice soft with affection, “an emotion I have never really believed existed. But it does exist and it has a name…and her name is Evie.” He hugs me tighter. “And I can’t live without her, now that I have found her. So tell me what to do to make you come back to me and I will do it.”
I wrap my arms securely around Reed’s neck, snuggling into him as I try to formulate the words that I need to say so he will know what he means to me. “I have thought a lot about you and the way that you can hear my heart. You said it sings to you, like the call of the Sirens to a sailor at sea. I think it sings to you because you were listening with your lonely heart and it calls to you because it is meant for you. I’m still here…I would’ve given up without you. You’re why I survived. I just miss my uncle,” I say, swallowing hard to get past the lump in my throat.
“I will help and Buns is back, too. She will know what to do. I was so wrong about the Reapers, Buns and Brownie. They have been the best for you,” he says, placing me back on the ground.
“No, you’re the best for me,” I say, taking his hand and walking back toward his house. And from now on, I’m going to try to be the best for you, I promise myself, realizing the pain he has been going through watching me in my sorrow.
When we arrive back at Reed’s house, Buns is already in the game room researching sites on the Internet. “Oh, sweetie! There are several parties going on in Chicago tomorrow! There is one at Navy Pier! They’re having 9 different DJ’s and a fireworks display at midnight. Evie, did I ever tell you about the fireworks the Song Dynasty set off in the 9th century? I was really young then and I was just beginning to understand why I wasn’t blending in very well.” She smiles at me and I can’t tell if she’s teasing, or if she is serious.
I look over at Reed and see him frowning. “Buns, can you find something else…something a little more feasible…tactically?” he asks.
When Buns turns to look at Reed skeptically, Zephyr, who has been sitting close to her, decides to contribute to the discussion. “Buns, honey, that is a bad call. Do you realize how many Fallen will be at an event like that? And Reed is right; it is entrapping terrain, which appeals to me if we did not have Evie. Maybe you and I can go next year and see how many Fallen we can end before the ball drops,” he says with a smug smile that has Buns smiling back at him.
“We’re getting out of Crestwood, that’s nonnegotiable,” Buns states flatly.
“Okay, but maybe we avoid huge parties—something with less of a crowd?” Zephyr offers and I catch Reed smiling a little as he watches Zephyr work on Buns and her sense of celebration. “You know, for Evie’s sake, not because you are not the best event planner we know.” He is really good at strategy. I will have to listen more intently to his dissertations on the matter.
“For Evie’s sake,” she agrees stiffly, turning back to the computer screen. She pulls up website after website in rapid-fire succession. “Okay, how about something a little more recreational?” she offers, and I see Zephyr’s and Reed’s faces light up with interest.
“Recreational?” Zephyr asks, squeezing closer to Buns to peer at the screen. Reed drops his hand casually on my shoulder, caressing it.
“Snowboarding?” she says, flashing us an impish grin. “There are a bunch of small hills with ski lifts in this general area that do midnight runs on New Year’s Eve. I’m sure there is something going on at one of them where we could either ski or board until sometime around midnight, and then head in to the chalet for a midnight toast,” she says, smiling as she watches Zephyr’s face light up.
“That is my girl!” Zephyr says possessively, scooping Buns up off of her seat and twirling her around so fast they become just an impression for a moment until he sets her back on her feet.
“It’s off the chain, right, sweetie?” Buns asks, turning to me, “What do you think?”
“Sounds amazing,” I reply.
“You are truly a force of nature, Buns.” Reed agrees, leaning forward and kissing Buns on the forehead, which makes her smile deepen. “Let’s decide the resort we are going to go to so that Zephyr and I can get some satellite shots of it, for strategy. Then, we will plan our assault on the slopes.”
I try to keep my face as neutral as possible and not let them see that there is a war going on inside of me. One side is rejoicing at the prospect of getting out of the house and living again, the other side of me is scared to death of what might happen once I leave the house. My heart must be giving me away because Reed pulls me into his arms. Hugging me, he says, “It will be okay. Nothing will touch you.” He presses his cheek to mine and the heat we generate is intoxicating.
“I’m looking forward to boarding. I can’t wait to see how angels can slay a mountain,” I whisper in his ear, letting my cheek brush over his in a caress.
“I was created to slay,” Reed replies with a smile that almost stops my heart.
“I found it!” Buns’s tone is smug as she swivels in her chair to face us. “It’s a five star resort a few hours north of here. It says they’re booked for the holiday, but we know what that means,” Buns laughs, swiveling back.
I glance at Reed’s face, then Zephyr’s; they both do seem to know what she means by that. “I’m sorry, Buns, does that mean we can’t go?” I ask in confusion.
“No, sweetie, of course not. That just means they only have the really killa suites left for the VIPs.”
“Oh—are we VIPs?” I ask, trying not to sound ignorant. This makes Zephyr laugh like I have made a joke. His eyes sparkle at me like he is waiting for me to say something else amusing.
Buns smirks, too, and replies, “You know it. Reed, get her a black card.”
“Already done. She just has not been anywhere to use it,” Reed replies.
“What are you talking about?” I ask in suspicion. I think I might know what it is they are saying, because I’ve seen the black credit card Buns uses to burn through cash like she prints it herself.
“I have a card for you. I don’t plan on us separating anytime soon, but you can carry it and use it however you would like,” Reed says, and frowns as he watches my mouth drop open. “What did I say?”
“I can’t take your money,” I reply, watching his face get darker.
“Why not?” Reed asks in confusion.
“Because it’s not right,” I reply.
“Why is it wrong?” he asks.
“Because it’s yours,” I reply evasively. Does he really not get that taking his money is completely gross?
“But, when I give it to you, then it is yours,” he says, smiling at me because he thinks what he is saying is logical.
“Buns, you get why I can’t take his money, right?” I ask, looking for help.
“No…it’s just money,” she shrugs, and I’m beginning to believe they are printing it somewhere.
“I have my own money, Reed, but thanks,” I say in embarrassment.
“Evie, you have a few thousand dollars—that is not money, that is…” he trails off when he sees me duck my head to hide my deepening blush of mortification. My house is for sale, but no one seems interested in it, since the previous owner was viciously murdered in it. Most of our things have been removed and put into storage, for which I will need to reimburse Reed when the house is sold. Although, I don’t think he’s going to let me. The funeral arrangements for my uncle had probably cost a lot, too, but no one will tell me who paid for it, or how much it cost. “I’m sorry, did I say something wrong?” Reed asks, trying to make eye contact with me.
“No…I just have to start looking into Internet gambling and see if I can beat the odds,” I reply, since there is not a lot I can do right now to earn money. Having a homicidal angel, like Alfred, bent on beating the soul out of me is seriously hurting my chances of getting and maintaining gainful employment.
“Evie, we can consider all of this a loan, if it makes you feel better, and you can pay me back later,” he says, holding up my chin and looking into my eyes.
“When am I going to be able to pay you back, sugar daddy?” I ask him in a worried tone.
I watch the way his sensual lips curve cunningly as he tries not to smile. He notices I am not smiling, so he says, “Let me take care of you. It’s all I want to do.”
I sigh. “I have no choice right now but to rely on you for help, but I’m not taking the credit card,” I say firmly.
“Evie,” Reed’s tone is cajoling.
“Reed,” I reply as I dig in.
“What’s a sugar daddy?” Reed asks me, and then laughs when he sees my blush deepen. “That bad, huh?” he asks.
“Yeah, that bad.” I reply. “When are we leaving, Buns?” I ask to try to change the subject away from my waifish existence.
“I’m going to call them and make the arrangements. How long do you two need to plot and scheme?” Buns asks Zephyr and Reed.
“A couple of hours. We’ll be ready by tonight.” Zephyr replies and Reed nods.
“Yes! We can go tonight and be on the slopes after breakfast tomorrow,” she says happily, and then she jets out of the room in an eighth of a second to get her phone and make the arrangements.
“I’ll go pack.” I say, feeling the mixture of excitement and dread again. I speed to my room in seconds so that they will all think I am just excited.
Alone in my room, I go to my closet to get my suitcase. As I pull it down from the top shelf, a box that had been partially hidden falls down with it. Kneeling on the ground to retrieve the box, I freeze. It is a wooden box with dragonflies encrusted on its lid. Someone must have gotten it from my dorm room when they had brought over my things. My hand shakes as I reach for it.
My touch is light as my fingertips brush over the wood, feeling the intricately carved images covering the surface. Freddie gave me this for my birthday, I think, as I lift my fingertips from the box as if I have been scalded by it. He had been telling me what he is with his gift, only I hadn’t realized it at the time. I shudder as I recall touching his paper-like dragonfly wings that had buzzed and vibrated in agitation.
I’m so stupid. How could I have let this happen? Guilt and shame hit me. I open the lid to the box and see the small, silver makeup compact inside; on the lid is etched an ornate dragonfly with inlayed opals that comprise the torso of the dragonfly. The stones gleam evilly in the dim light of the closet.
I didn’t see what he was, and as a result, many people had suffered and died including my uncle, I think, as my hands curl into fists. This gift is a physical representation of my stupidity. It is a reminder that I have to look at things differently from now on. I can’t afford to be stupid and naïve anymore or the ones I love will suffer for it. This is my bitter reality. I pick the compact up, hugging it to my body in despair. I can’t fail again because the price is too high.
Feeling the small latch on the compact beneath my fingertips, I flip the compact back over and look at it. Depressing the button, it opens with a soft click, dispelling a small gasp of air that was trapped inside. I raise the lid, revealing the mirror. For an instant, all I can see are my eyes looking back at me. I look haunted: deadened by the thing I hold in my hand. But then a movement in the mirror distracts me from the image of myself. It startles me so I look behind me to see what could possibly have moved. There is nothing there. I peer in the mirror once again, noticing that the image of me is murkier, less crisp.
Something moves in the mirror that is not a reflection; a truly distorted and shadowy shape shifts within the glass. The longer I watch it, the closer it seems to be coming and the more it takes on a definite form…as if a shadow is running toward me down a long corridor within the mirror that is in no way a reflection of any room I have seen in this house. But it isn’t just a shadow, it’s a swarm of flies all working together to form the shape of a man.
Coming to my senses in the next instant, I try to snap the lid of the compact shut, but it is levered open and refuses to close. Tossing the compact away from me, it crashes to the floor. Hissing emits from the mirror, casting a stench in the air that I had prayed I would never smell again. Black clouds of flies come pouring out into the air, billowing from the mirror to sway and undulate grotesquely until their dark mass implodes into a single image of a man—a shadow man. He is like the one I had seen in Coldwater with Freddie. It only takes the shadow man a fraction of a second to grin at me evilly before he lunges forward to kill me.
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CHAPTER 1
 
“I GLADLY SACRIFICE my life for the good of others. One life will make the difference, and that life could be mine. For this reason, I’m devoted to finding the cure.” I said the words out loud, but I wasn’t thinking about them. A couple of squirrels chasing each other held my attention more securely than the pledge we’d been forced to say since kindergarten. By tenth grade, the thing had lost all meaning.
I sat back down among the rows of desks, still eyeing the squirrels. I folded one of my legs under me and let the other one swing. At five foot three, I wasn’t the tallest member of my class, but I wasn’t the shortest either. My violet eyes followed the dance of the squirrels while I toyed absently with a lock of my jet-black hair.
My teacher was blabbing about our latest reading assignment, but those dang squirrels were so cute I couldn’t focus on her.
“Macey?”
I turned to face her. She was one of the younger members of the faculty, but dressed to try and fit in. Her loose-fitting floral print blouse was tucked into her high-waisted navy skirt. She stared at me over half-glasses perched at the end of her nose. I imagined she referred to them as spectacles and liked to put the end of them into her mouth while pondering literary stuff.
“Hmm?” I asked.
“Care to answer the question?”
I glanced out the window to curse the squirrels, but they were gone. “Could you repeat the question?”
She half-smiled as she leaned against the front of her desk, knowing she’d caught me. “Certainly. Why do you think Billy has a stutter?”
“Oh jeeze, I don’t know. I didn’t understand a single page of this book, Mrs. Whitehead.” A few snickers escaped from some of my classmates. “Hey, guys, don’t throw me under the bus here! I couldn’t have been the only one who didn’t get anything from this!” A few faces turned to Mrs. Whitehead and nodded. “Look, I know this was the shortest thing we’ve read so far, but it was all moon language to me. Quite frankly, I hated it and think it was a waste of time.” I nodded to accentuate my point.
A couple of kids clapped, but soon it died down under Mrs. Whitehead’s unceasing gaze. The bitter taste of regret worked its way to the back of my throat. It burned a little like a vurp.
Mrs. Whitehead frowned. “Fair enough. Let’s go over it, then, and maybe you’ll get more out of it.”
Even after talking about it for the next hour, I still didn’t get it. I mean, Mrs. Whitehead seemed to find Billy Budd very enlightening, and if all that was in there, great. I didn’t see it. Sometimes I wondered if people overanalyzed a book. Maybe the writer didn’t really mean all that stuff, and you saw something that wasn’t meant to be there, ya know? In this case we’d never know. Melville had been dead over two hundred years, so asking him wasn’t really an option.
When the bell rang, I gathered my things quickly, hoping to escape the classroom without confrontation. With her gaze burning a hole in the back of my head, I kept my eyes glued to the floor. I was pretty sure her spectacles magnified her stare, the way the sun’s heat is more intense through a magnifying glass. I reached up to scratch my scalp, making sure she hadn’t given me a bald spot. I rounded the front row of desks and, by some miracle, made it out into the hall where I disappeared among the sea of bodies.
Once I was a safe distance from Mrs. Whitehead’s room, I leaned against a row of lockers. One of these days you should really learn to hold your tongue, I thought. I took a deep breath, checked the top of my head one more time, and continued on to my next class: History.
 
Mr. Garvillick was explaining the American Revolution to us. “It was a unique time in history,” he said. He tossed his salt-and-pepper hair out of his eyes with a flick of his head. I thought if he kept his comb-over a little shorter it wouldn’t be in his eyes in the first place, but then part of his bald head might show.
“The Americans rose up against their perceived oppressors, and…” He searched for the right word. “Well, they won their freedom.” Freedom was such an archaic term to me. We still lived in what was known as America and were told we had our freedoms, but there was so much control, all in the name of the cure. So many had died that no one thought twice when our freedoms were claimed alongside our family members by the disease.
A mousey girl in the front row snapped me back to the discussion. “Mr. Garvillick, what is this picture on the bottom of page 332?”
I flipped ahead to that page to see what she was questioning. There was a rectangle with a dark blue square speckled with white spots in the top left corner, and horizontal red and white stripes were displayed in the bottom left corner of the page. The image was small, a mere column of text in width. Mystified, I stared openly at the picture. I’d never seen anything like it before.
“Oh, that.” He cleared his throat. “That’s nothing, just their flag. They became unnaturally obsessed with it, and many years later when a more sensible government took over, they removed the symbol in the interest of…well, because it was the right thing to do.”
He moved on rather quickly from that topic, not entertaining any more questions about the flag. I didn’t hear the rest of the discussion, though. I was captivated by the image. Looking closer at it, I decided the white speckles were stars, arranged in the shape of a circle. And what was a flag?
At lunch, I took out my tablet and punched flag into the search bar.
No results found
It glared defiantly at me. I wondered if the term was so old that it wasn’t in the database, or if it was blocked, considered information that was too “charged” for the general population—whatever that meant.
By the end of the day, I was obsessed with the flag. I used my art class as a release. Art was my favorite class. I liked to think of myself as somewhat of an artist, as much as you can in tenth grade. Someday, I wanted to be a professional artist, and have people pay me for my art. Wouldn’t that be something? For today, we were doing a still life with watercolors to be graded on technique.
The cream-colored bowl of fruit was placed on a faux oak table in the center of the room. Our tables were arranged around it so we could all have an unobstructed view of the piece. There were about fifteen of us in this class, which wasn’t as many as some of my other classes, but Ms. Paige liked to keep her class sizes down to give attention to all her students.
Dutifully, I painted the bowl with its banana, apples, oranges, and a bunch of grapes draped over the side. The table wasn’t even draped with an interesting cloth. I sighed. Although my painting looked just like the table in front of me, it was dull. Before I knew it, the flag came flowing from my brush. I watched the background of the painting fill with red, white and blue. Apparently, I’d decided to depict the flag as though it was waving in the breeze, although I had no idea if flags actually did that or what they were used for. It just gave the image some depth.
When I was done, I sat back in my chair, proud of the finished product. The bell rang at least an hour before I finished, but my teacher was used to having me hang behind.
She walked over to see my latest creation. Ms. Paige was what we all called a hippie. She usually had some sort of hemp on her somewhere, whether it was a bracelet or a necklace. I swear one time she came in with a hemp skirt. Her clothes were baggy and generally stained with the remnants of her latest project. For some reason, she liked to wear long beaded necklaces, but they were always dragging in her paints, so the beads didn’t all seem to be their original colors anymore. Her brown, frizzy hair was something of a phenomenon. Some of the kids took bets on how long it’d been since she’d washed it. I didn’t participate. First of all, there was no way to win. How on earth would they find concrete evidence of that? Second, I liked Ms. Paige. I wasn’t interested in berating her. Yeah, she was different, but she’s an artist. What did you expect?
“Oh, Macey. I’m sorry, but I can’t accept this.” She picked up my painting, and I reached out for it instinctively, not sure all the paint was dry.
I took it from her hands, inspecting it for flaws. “What? Why?”
“I just can’t. It’s too…controversial. You’ll have to do it over, or take an F on the project.”
I started to protest. “But-”
“I’m sorry Macey. That’s my final ruling. Take it or leave it.”
She walked back to her office, leaving me, mouth agape, at my station. An F? I’d never gotten an F for anything before, let alone in my favorite class.
I studied the painting closely. The technique wasn’t perfect, per se, but it was worth at least a B, and seeing as it was better than all the other kids in the class, it was really worth an A. The project was supposed to be graded on technique.
I blotted the paper with a tissue, making sure it was totally dry, rolled it up, secured it with a piece of twine, grabbed my things, and headed out the door.
This was a first. I never left my art class so bewildered before.



CHAPTER 2
 
I LEFT SCHOOL totally depressed. Art was subjective. I didn’t know anyone who got an F on anything in Art, as long as they put in the effort. That’s why it was such a popular class! It was considered an easy A, and here I was, facing an F.
My feet followed their route automatically as I twirled the twine securing my F-worthy painting. Maybe I would ask Alex; he might know what was so bad about it. Alex was two years older than me and studying to be an architect, not an artist, but maybe he knew about these things. But asking him would require telling him what had happened. I wasn’t sure I wanted that embarrassment. ‘Oh, by the way, your best friend and aspiring artist is looking at taking an F in Art if she doesn’t redo her latest project.’ I knew he wouldn’t laugh at me. Alex never did that. But he might be disappointed—a fate I considered worse than death. I thought about my baby brother, claimed by the disease, and reconsidered. Okay, maybe not worse than death, but darn close.
The construction site was only about two miles from school. They were building another housing complex or something. I wasn’t really paying close attention when Alex told me. He graduated last year ahead of his class and was working as a contractor to pay for his tuition at the local trade school for architectural design. It was hard labor, but Alex was built for it. Muscular and tan, he never seemed bothered by getting his hands dirty.
We’d been friends since I could remember, long before Joey died, it seemed. He lived up the street from us as a ward of our neighbors. The District paid them to take care of him. He was lucky. They treated him well. Not warmly, but he had everything he needed. He always said he never felt like they were family, not like our family did, but he was grateful to them. Some wards ended up one step above homeless while the families kept all the money the District gave them and spent it on themselves. The disease claimed Alex’s family one by one. His dad died from the quest for the cure when Alex was about two, and his mom died from the disease right after he was born. Since then, Alex lived with our neighbors, at least until he started school last fall and got an apartment of his own.
I approached the site and spotted him standing up after setting a couple of two-by-fours on the pile. Outfitted in his normal construction attire, jeans and a white t-shirt, he stretched his back, removed his hard hat, and ran a hand through his blond hair.
I pointed my rolled-up F at him. “Ya know, that gold-on-gold look isn’t really working out for you. Maybe you should think about dying your hair a different color.” I snickered. “Or you could wear makeup to lighten your skin.”
“Whatever,” he said, and took me in a headlock before releasing me. “What do you want, ya little brat?” He noticed my painting and snatched it from me before I could react.
“I wish you wouldn’t.”
He started to unfold it. “Why not? You’re going to be famous some day, and I’d like to think it will be a portrait of a gold-on-gold Greek God that will make it happen for you.” When he saw what it was, his demeanor changed immediately. “Oh. Hey now, Macey. You can’t be painting stuff like this.” He rolled it up quickly and glanced around, checking for people nearby. Handing it back to me, he asked, “What did your teacher say?”
I shifted my weight and avoided his eyes. “She said if I didn’t redo it, I’d get an F on the project.” I said it quietly, and some of it was drowned out by the hammering that surrounded us.
“She said what?”
I looked up at him. Although I couldn’t see, I just knew his blue eyes were challenging me behind those dark glasses. “She said I’d have to take an F on the project if I didn’t redo it.”
He tilted his head. “I get the impression you’re considering not redoing it.”
“Well, look at it!” I offered it back to him, but he didn’t take it from me. Instead he glanced back and forth, making sure no one was watching us. I sighed. “Alex, it’s good. The project was supposed to be graded on technique. It’s not perfect, but I’d be willing to bet it’s the best in the class.”
Taking a deep breath, he reached for the painting and unrolled it. “It really is quite special, Mace, but you can’t turn this in.”
“I don’t understand why.” Tears started welling, and I forced them back. I didn’t like to cry, let alone in front of Alex. Crying was for babies and invalids. I was neither of those things. The headache I gained was the reward for my efforts. A battle scar I always wore with pride and without complaint.
“Mace, where did you even see something like that?” He pointed to the flag.
“I saw it in our history book. I don’t understand why it’s so bad. It was in our book, for heaven’s sake.”
“What did your history teacher say about it?”
“Just that it was a symbol that people got overly attached to, so the government took it away.”
I followed him across the site to the cooler where he grabbed a bottle of water. He sat down and nodded. “Yeah, I guess that’s about the gist of it.”
“So, if that’s all there is to it, why does this deserve an F?”
His blue eyes looked deeply into my own. I hated it when he did that. He knew I was powerless against that stare, only because I could tell he meant business and I didn’t want to let him down. “Did you think about what might have caused the government to ban this symbol in the first place? Or even that the symbol is banned? What do you think might happen to you if someone at the Facility got a hold of this?”
I snorted. “Well, I think the people at the Facility are a little busy trying to find that ever-elusive cure to care much about what a tenth-grader paints in Art.”
“You’re missing the point. Once you turn this stuff in, it stays with you. It doesn’t just disappear. It will follow you forever. No one will let you into their school, no one will hire you. You’d be too much of a risk. Too much of a loose cannon.”
“Why, though? It’s just a painting. And a darn good one at that!” I looked longingly at the painting. Why was it so wrong to be proud of it?
“Hey, Bowman! Break’s over! We’ve got a lot to finish up here!” a man called across the construction yard.
Alex handed the painting back to me. “Yeah! Ok!” he hollered back. “I gotta get back to work. Listen, whatever you decide on this one, please don’t paint stuff like this for school again, okay? It’s just not…constructive.”
“Yeah, I guess.” I wasn’t sure I agreed with him. How could it not be constructive to express myself? Although, when I really thought about it, I didn’t know what exactly I was expressing with the painting. Why did it have to have such a controversial meaning behind it? Why couldn’t it just be a beautiful painting? That was all I meant it as. Maybe if I explained that to the teacher she’d accept it. I frowned, doubting my conclusion.
On my walk home, I looked at my neighborhood with new eyes. What about that stupid flag had made it the way it was? On the surface, everything seemed fine, which was by design. The streets were well-manicured, although not fancy. Trees were evenly spaced and all the same height, homes were equal distances apart and all the same. Everything, down to the frequency of grass cutting was tightly controlled to maintain a uniform and “clean” appearance. The government said it provided fewer distractions, and thus would help lead them to a cure faster. My mom commented once before Joey died that it had turned into a “Stepford community” overnight, but Dad shushed her before I could ask what that meant.
What did it look like when the flag and the freedom it represented existed? Were the homes different colors? Different shapes? Different sizes? Did everyone choose what their lawns looked like? Was the image really that distracting? Growing up with such uniformity, the image was difficult to picture, but I couldn’t imagine something so minute was all that damaging.
As I turned the corner and walked down yet another identical street, I thought about just redoing the project. I mean, I had the likeness of the fruit in my original painting. It wouldn’t take me very long to do it. It was just the principle of the thing. Why should I redo something that met the requirements of the project? I shouldn’t. It was as simple as that.
Resolved, I walked up the driveway to our home. It looked exactly like all the other homes in this neighborhood, right down to the two sycamore trees in the front yard. We weren’t the first family to live in it and probably wouldn’t be the last, but for now, it was ours. That made it perfect to me.
The pale yellow siding always greeted me with a smile. Rosie unlocked the front door when I approached.
I stood in the doorway as she sanitized me, making sure the disease didn’t come inside. “Welcome home, Macey.” She said in her soothing but still robotic voice as the beam covered me in a green glow. It wasn’t as sophisticated or intense as the one we had at school, but I guessed it didn’t need to be. That one was super high-powered and worked much faster. It was meant for higher volume. Here at home, Rosie only had the three of us to keep healthy.
“Hey, Rosie. What’s new?”
“Your arrival at home.” She always answered the same way, but I still asked because some part of me found it funny.
Rosie was what we named our home. Mom said it was a reference to some cartoon from the twentieth century, but I never figured out which one. Rosie was an automated system, the latest technology when the house was built, but now pretty outdated. She suited our needs, though.
I tossed my backpack on the stairs and parked myself on the couch. “Rosie, are Mom and Dad on their way home yet?”
“Your mother is seven minutes and forty-two seconds away from home. Your father is still at work.”
Satisfied, I unrolled the painting and rested it against the red glass vase that lived in the middle of the coffee table. Leaning back on the couch, I studied my work.
The colors were perfect. Lines, a little shaky, but getting better. Proportions, right on the money. These were the things I was told we’d be graded on. The more I thought about it, the more I felt this was the piece I would turn in. Convinced my teacher would change her mind once she’d had time to think about it logically, I folded my arms over my chest, pleased with my accomplishment.
My resolve wavered, though, when I heard the garage door, signaling the arrival of my mom.



CHAPTER 3
 
MOM CAME IN in a flurry of stuff. She always had at least two bags filled with books, papers, plans, and other random items she might have confiscated from the kids. One time I found this gross slimy little figurine of an eight-legged alien in there, and learned my lesson about blindly reaching into her teaching bag.
A lanyard with her school ID and room keys landed loudly on the kitchen table and drowned out Rosie’s welcome-home greeting. Mom didn’t notice. “Hi, honey! How was your day?”
Such a simple question—but how to answer it? I quickly snatched my painting and rolled it back up, unprepared to lay it all out for her right then. “Okay, I guess. You?”
I walked around the corner to find her going through her afternoon ritual. She was just filling her glass with ice, and the Mountain Dew was sitting open on the counter awaiting its destiny. She was dressed just as I expected, even though I didn’t get to see her that morning. She often left before I got up so her classroom would be ready for the coming day. Today’s jumper was black with red, green, and yellow ABCs on it, just those three letters in the top left corner and around the bottom of the skirt. Her undershirt was white with ABCs all over it. It was cute on her. Her hair was cropped short and the same color as mine, save for the gray streaks she was developing.
She put her glass on the counter next to her opened Mountain Dew. “Oh, my goodness, it must be a full moon or something,” she said as she poured the green liquid into the glass. “The kids were crazy.” I smiled. She always tracked the moon cycles based on the kids’ behavior.
She had a first grade class this year. Her principal moved her around a little, but she liked first grade. She said they were too young to be snotty, but too old to be terribly dependent. For the most part, her class was pretty good this year. But everyone had their off days.
“What were they doing?”
“What weren’t they doing? Colin was defiant to the last bell. He refused to do any work today, wouldn’t sit at his desk, wouldn’t keep his hands off the other kids, nothing. Then, his mom tells me at the end of the day she thinks she forgot to give him his medication. Ya think? Good Lord.” She took a sip of her drink. “Then! Adrienne, you remember? The woman next door to me? Anyway, she apparently printed something and needed to get it, and tried to strike up a conversation with me in the middle of a lesson. Um…there’s twenty-five pairs of eyes and ears on you right now; it’s not the best time to discuss your last evaluation.”
I sat down at the bar across from her while she drank her Mountain Dew, regaling me with the horrors of her day. I safely stowed the painting on my lap under the counter, not sure how her mood would affect her reaction to my potential F.
Before long, my dad came in with two boxes of pizza in one hand and his briefcase in the other. He worked for a local pharmaceutical company, helping them to plan and prepare for disasters. If nothing else, the disease had helped position my dad for better work and better pay. Everyone wanted contingencies in place if the worst happened, and Lawrence Holsinger was the man to do it. I sort of thought the worst had already happened, and no one listened to my dad and his plans to contain it, but I couldn’t complain. He was in-demand now, which was the only good thing we got out of the whole mess.
He put the pizzas on the counter between my mom and me and leaned over to kiss Mom. “And how are my two favorite ladies?”
“Fine,” we both said. Mom’s came out a little sharp; mine came out shaky and nervous.
He looked back and forth between the two of us, trying to determine the problem. “Right into the lion’s den,” he said so quietly I almost didn’t hear him.
Before he could ask questions, I said, “Pizza smells good, Dad.”
“Yes, thank you for picking something up. I am not in the mood to make dinner tonight,” Mom added.
“No problem.” Unfortunately he settled on me first. “So, how was your day, hon?” he asked while he loosened his tie and hung his black suit jacket on the back of the dining room chair. He sat down at the table while Mom got plates out. Knowing I would have to either turn towards my dad to talk to him or get up and help Mom serve dinner, I panicked a little.
“Well, it was different,” I said as I swiveled out of my chair and discreetly placed the painting where I was sitting.
Dad didn’t miss it. “What’s that? Your latest art project? Can I see?”
I was reaching for the glasses and hid my grimace inside the cupboard. Why was I so hesitant to show it to them? It was something to be proud of, right? It was a good painting. The teacher’s voice came back to me, declaring it F-worthy, while I got the glasses down and filled them with ice. The noise bought me some time to respond.
While my back was turned, Mom walked around the bar to see what my dad was talking about. “You didn’t tell me you had a project to show! I wouldn’t have yammered on so much!”
She carried it over to my dad and unfurled it. I held my breath as I poured tea into all of our glasses. It could go either way. My parents were always very supportive, but strict as well. Any deviation from their rules was met with swift and decisive punishment. But their rules were not unreasonable, and they often encouraged self-expression as long as it wasn’t hurtful to someone else.
My mom’s gasp forced me to look up. They had the painting spread out flat on the table in front of them so they could both see. They weren’t saying anything, and it made me feel tense. I debated walking to the table with the drinks to give myself something to do, or staying in place to keep the safety of the bar between us.
I decided to walk over and act natural. I set the drinks down at our places. “So, what do you think?”
“Well, it’s, um…” Dad was clearly confounded by it.
“It’s lovely, honey, but,” Mom could always find something positive to say before the negative stroke fell.
“But maybe it’s not appropriate for school?” Crushed, I moved to snatch the painting away, but at Dad’s stern look, my arm returned to its place at my side. I never took criticism on my art well, especially from them. Being their perfect child, I didn’t like the idea that I’d done something wrong.
Seeing my deflation, my mom tried to come to the rescue. “Now, honey, it’s beautiful. Maybe some of your best work.” Trying to be diplomatic about it, she asked, “What did your teacher say about it?”
I sat heavily in the chair next to my dad. “That I’d have to redo it or take an F.”
Mom’s chest fluffed up immediately, and she snatched the painting off the table. “I don’t know that it deserves that!” She jabbed the painting under my dad’s nose. “I mean, look at it, Lawrence. It’s perfect!”
“Yes, I see it, Judy, thank you.” He gently took it from her and laid it back on the table. “Why did your teacher say that? Do you know?”
“Not really. The assignment was supposed to be the still life with a focus on technique.”
“And the flag, was that part of the assignment?” he asked.
I picked at the white tablecloth, rolling the pieces of fuzz I collected between my fingers. “No. I added that.”
Dad picked up one edge and studied the painting closely. “It really is lovely, Macey, but it’s too…” He searched for the right word.
“It’s too what, Dad? The technique isn’t flawless, but it certainly isn’t worth an F! The assignment was on technique.”
“Technique of the fruit. You may have taken it a bit far. Where did you even see this flag?”
“In my history book. How can it be that bad if it’s in the history book?”
Mom came over and put her arm around me, and tears stung my eyes. For the second time that day, I swallowed them back, but I knew from my mom’s expression my eyes were shining.
“And what did your history teacher say about it?” Dad asked.
“Just that it was a dead symbol. I wouldn’t have even noticed it except for this girl pointed it out and asked him what it was.” After I said it, I wasn’t sure why that was important. Trying to pass the blame maybe?
“Well, that’s true. It is a dead symbol. Why did you add this to the painting, Macey?” It was turning into a typical rundown. Mom being supportive while Dad circled around me with questions, trying to get all the information so the most appropriate punishment could be handed out.
“I don’t know. It spoke to me. Initially, I just had the fruit and the table, but the painting was so dull. Before I knew what I was doing, the flag was there, waving in the background. I don’t even know if flags do that.” Dad gave me a puzzled look, so I filled in the blank. “Wave.”
He nodded. “They did.”
Dad rolled the painting back up and handed it to me while Mom moved to the plates and pizza so we could eat it before it got too cold. “So, what are you going to do?” she asked.
“I guess you guys think I should redo it?” I said, rather than directly answering the question.
“Well, we certainly don’t want to see you get an F,” Dad said while Mom put a plate in front of him. He placed his napkin on his lap. “But you’re right. Based on the context of the original assignment, this painting exceeds all the minimum requirements.”
I bit into my pizza, but I wasn’t sure my stomach was prepared to receive it. “So, what do you think?”
My mom answered after a shared look between her and Dad. “I think you should do what you think is right.”
Aah! I thought. Thanks for giving me the most vague and worst answer ever. This would be so much easier if they would just say to redo it! But nooo. I’m supposed to be an adult and make my own decisions. That’s a bunch of crap.
“Consider this, though,” my dad said after he took a swig of tea. “If you decide to stick to your principles on this one, that F will follow you. It could have consequences you aren’t thinking of. Is this painting worth that?”
I eyed him. “Like what kind of consequences?”
“Well, that art school you’ve been eyeing may not let you in with an F in Art on your record. And, once they get a look at the painting, you might be blacklisted from several other schools as well. I’m sorry to say, sticking to your principles could make your life very difficult.”
“I don’t understand why. What’s the big deal?”
“It’s a banned symbol, honey. It’s just not okay to go brandishing it on stuff. It makes people nervous, angry, unsure, and everything else the government doesn’t want if they hope to keep peace around here.” He could tell I wasn’t getting the message. “Do you remember learning about the Nazis in history class?” I nodded and shuddered. What a dark time in history that had been. They made us watch Schindler’s List when we were going through that period. It was horrible. I can still remember that little girl, even though we watched the movie years ago. “The flag might as well have been a swastika, at least to certain people.”
I gasped in horror. I never meant anything by it. I just thought it looked…well, majestic behind that boring bowl of fruit. “But, Mr. Garvillick said it stood for freedom. How could that be bad?”
“And you think the swastika stood for murder at the time? It became that after the Holocaust, but during, it was also a symbol of freedom for the Nazis. Freedom from everyone who wasn’t considered a perfect German.”
I frowned into my pizza crusts. “That’s not what I meant by it.”
“I understand. And it really is quite striking. But symbols are banned for a reason.”
“How many people died in the name of this flag?”
My mom chimed in. “I don’t think you’re giving her quite the right impression, dear. A lot of people died in the name of the freedom that flag represented. But they did it proudly, or so they say. Certainly none of them were forced into gas chambers or anything horrible like that.” She didn’t quite glare at my dad, but the look was close.
He hid behind his iced-tea glass. “I was just making a point. She asked me why it was bad.”
“Yes, well, I don’t think we need to be quite that extreme about it. Your father’s not wrong, it is a banned symbol. That’s why your art teacher doesn’t like it. It doesn’t need to be any deeper than that.”
“Unless I want to know why it was banned.”
“Yes, well,” she reached for her own glass. “That’s a touchier subject. One we may never fully understand with so many years between us and when the flag was taken down.”
Frustrated, I sat back in my chair, arms folded over my chest. I stared hard at the rolled-up painting, still on the table but off to the side. Art was so subjective. It was one of the things I usually loved about it. To look at a piece and have it move you in a way the artist never anticipated could be very magical. But in this case, it played out negatively, and that’s not what I intended.
Seeing that everyone was done with their meals, I gathered the plates and went about cleaning up. That was always the deal, Mom or Dad cooked, I cleaned up.
Dad stood and grabbed his jacket off the back of the chair, ready to go change. He came up behind me as I loaded Rosie’s dishwasher and kissed me on the cheek. “Whatever you decide, we will support you.”
He left the kitchen, my mom in tow, leaving me alone, and completely confused about what to do.
 
That night, I sat in my room distracting myself from the painting with my other homework. At eight, I had nothing left to do and was forced to “crap or get off the pot” as my Dad loved to say.
I unrolled the painting and rested it against the wall adjacent to my desk. From my bed, I analyzed it one more time. Mom was right. It was quite striking. That was why it was such a struggle to decide what to do.
Just because I don’t turn it in, doesn’t mean I have to trash it completely. I kept circling around Dad’s analogy between the swastika and the flag. It made me very uncomfortable. But feeling so controlled with my art also made me uncomfortable. Art was expressive, and I felt squelched for the first time. It wasn’t something I was sure I wanted to cater to. After all, it was Ms. Paige’s fault she took it differently from how I meant it, right?
In the end, I decided to redo the painting. That little girl in the red coat from Schindler’s List kept popping into my head.
I stayed up until midnight working on the new image. When I was finished, I felt terrible. The painting was flawless but boring. I even tried to add the appearance of shine to some of the fruit to make it more interesting, but it didn’t help. I wasn’t proud of this new painting. I tried to think of things I could put in the background to spice it up a little, but the late hour clouded my creativity.
Exhausted, I stared at the new painting. If I’m doing the right thing, why does it feel so wrong?



CHAPTER 4
 
IN THE MORNING, I rolled the new painting and tied it with a different type of string. I put both paintings carefully in my backpack, and went downstairs for breakfast.
Mom was already gone, but Dad was sipping his coffee at the table when I came into the kitchen.
“Morning, beautiful,” he said as I leaned in to kiss him.
I set my bag next to my chair, taking care not to crunch either painting inside. “Morning, Daddy.”
“Up late last night.”
“Uh-huh,” I said as I gathered my cereal, bowl, spoon and milk.
“And what did you decide?”
“Not sure yet, to be honest. I did redo the painting, but I don’t know if I’m going to turn it in.”
“May I see it?”
I nodded towards my backpack as I carried my cereal to the table.
Dad pulled both rolls of paper out. “Which one?”
“The one with the black string is new,” I said with a mouth full of cereal.
He frowned at my full mouth and opened the new painting. “Well, this is good, too.” He paused. “Boring, but good. It certainly meets or exceeds the requirements for the assignment.”
I nodded my agreement, my mouth full again.
“So, is this the one you’ll turn in?”
I washed my cereal down with a gulp of orange juice. “Undecided. I’m hoping when I’m in class the right thing will come to me and I’ll know what to do.”
He chuckled and replaced both paintings in my backpack before going to the sink with his coffee cup. While rinsing, he said, “Well, good luck with that.”
He came back to the table and kissed me goodbye, grabbed his briefcase, and headed out the door to face his own demons of the day, leaving me alone to wrestle mine.
 
School passed by in a blur, the dreaded last class approaching me like a speeding bullet. When I entered the art room, everything looked the same on the surface, but instead of the fun, relaxing environment I usually saw, all I could envision was a jail. Suddenly the windows felt too small, the air stale, the atmosphere suffocating.
I decided to go right to Ms. Paige’s office, to avoid any kind of public humiliation. Her door was open, so I just went in.
“Hi, Macey. What do you have for me?”
I pulled out the rolled-up painting, laid it on her desk, and walked out without saying a word. The walls of the room were oppressive, confining. So, I didn’t stop at my normal table. Instead, I kept walking, out of the classroom, off campus, and away from the school, taking my original painting with me.
 
The shaking subsided as I approached the construction site, but the rage did not. Feeling cornered, controlled, and manipulated in every possible way created a tremendous amount of pent-up energy. I kicked every rock in my path, each sailing farther than the last. Perhaps nothing was more overwhelming than my anger with myself. I allowed myself to be controlled. I allowed my art to be controlled. And while an argument could be made that I’d done the right thing, that it was in the best interest of my own future, blah-blah-blah, it still didn’t make me feel any better.
Alex spotted me approaching, a cloud of dust following on my heels, and glanced at his watch. “What are you doing here so early?”
“I cut my art class.”
“Macey, you can’t avoid the issue. You’re only postponing the inevitable.”
“I didn’t avoid the issue. I turned in the painting and left.” I picked up a rock and weighed it in my hands. Turned out it was a hunk of clay. I crushed it, like my spirit, letting the dust take to the wind.
Alex watched me for a moment then cut to the quick. “You didn’t redo it?”
“No, I redid it. I’ll probably get an A, too. For something that doesn’t deserve it. Not really. Not after I’ve seen what the painting could’ve been.” I turned to face Alex in his white t-shirt, jeans, and work boots. “Art was supposed to be the place where I could be myself, the one place where I was safe to express my innermost thoughts without judgment. To make matters even worse, I didn’t stand up for myself. I caved. What kind of person does that make me?”
Alex folded me into his arms. When I leaned my face into his chest, it was wet. Only then did I realize I was crying. Swiping angrily at the tears, I let him hold me.
“Macey, I think you ultimately did the right thing. Although in this case, it may not be a matter of right or wrong. Perhaps selecting the lesser of two evils is more appropriate here. Either way, once the initial shock subsides, I think you’ll agree you made a good choice.”
“It’s never a good choice to betray yourself.”
He held me for a few minutes longer and then was called back to work. I sat at the edge of the field closest to the site and picked at the grass, waiting for him to finish. By the time he walked up at five-thirty, the ground around me was almost bare.
“Come on. I’ll walk you home.” He held his hands out to me and helped me up.
At first, we walked quietly towards my house. Then Alex’s eyes brightened. “You know, your birthday is coming up.”
I smiled and shook my head. “Is it really?”
Exasperated, he said, “Yes, it is. Guess what?”
“What?”
“No! You have to guess!” He was acting like a little kid excited about Christmas. It made me laugh.
“At midnight, I’ll turn into a pumpkin?”
“No! And Cinderella didn’t turn into a pumpkin, her carriage did. If you’re gonna make a snarky comment, at least do it right.”
“Oh, okay, then. What?”
“I’m throwing you a most excellent birthday party!”
Well, this was new. We always spent our birthdays together, but usually my parents took us to dinner, maybe a movie. Overall, it was a quiet affair.
Sixteen was a big birthday, though. The year everyone got their date—the day when you would live or die, the day when you would endure the experiments to find a cure. Everyone was given a date that would not precede their twentieth birthday. The date was then effective for the rest of your life. Every ten years, you would endure the testing on that date, until your sixtieth birthday—if you lived that long. I didn’t know anyone that old, but there were a few…supposedly. Rumor had it that they were often given the royal treatment, set up in the nicest homes, living the life of luxury. I always wondered how happy they were. It seemed like even if you did live that long it would be a very solitary existence. Certainly none of your friends and family would have survived, the odds made it an impossibility. What good were nice things when you didn’t have anyone to share them with?
Thinking about my date brought me back to the party Alex was planning. “Are you sure you want a bunch of people around when I get my date? Isn’t that kind of personal?”
“Personal, schmersonal. Lots of people have date parties! It’s not going to be a death sentence for you, so we might as well celebrate, right?”
I guess. I was excited about having a party for my birthday. But I wasn’t sure I wanted all those people around for such a big thing. I suspected Alex was trying to minimize it by distracting me with a party. Really, what good would it do me to mope about it? My date would be four years away. Lots of things can happen in four years. I nodded and looped my arm through his. “I can’t wait, Alex. I think it’ll be great.”
“I haven’t even told you who will be there or anything! How do you know it’ll be great?”
“You’ll be there, right?”
“Duh.”
“It’ll be great.” That night Alex stayed for dinner. Once we were all seated at the table digging into our plates of nachos, Dad asked, “So, how was Art today, Macey?”
After walking home with Alex, I’d nearly forgotten about the painting. It came back to me like a storm blowing in from the ocean, fast and all-consuming. “I didn’t stay for the class.”
His look expressed disapproval, but his words reserved judgment. “How come?”
“It felt more like a prison than Art. So I turned in my project and left.” I shoveled a chip loaded with meat, cheese, sour cream, and onion into my mouth in an effort to end the conversation.
“So which one did you turn in?” my mom asked.
I glanced at Alex, but he was worthless. He knew better than to get in the middle of something with my parents. They often treated him like a son of their own, and he learned his place around the dinner table long ago. “I turned in the boring one.” I said it quietly into my plate of nachos, too ashamed to make eye contact with either one of them.
“Well,” my dad said, sitting back in his chair. “That was probably the right thing to do, don’t you think, Judy?”
“Absolutely. It might not feel like it now, but I think in the long term, it was the lesser of two evils,” Mom reassured me.
“Yeah, well, I abandoned my principles and sense of self to do it. Would you have done the same?” I posed the question to both of them. Alex quietly chewed his meal. I was sure he was regretting his decision to stay for dinner by now.
Both of my parents remained quiet. They exchanged a look, and finally my dad spoke up. “Honey, we’ve all had to make hard decisions, and I don’t pretend to say that I’ve always made the right ones. Neither does your mother.” She nodded in response. “In this case, you could’ve—and did—make a strong argument for either outcome. We’re proud of you for thinking about your future, and what impact the decision you made today will have on your tomorrow.”
Case closed. I frowned into my plate, now disorganized and pulled apart. It looked like partially consumed clown puke. I pushed my plate back and reached for my drink.
“Well, on a happier note, I was telling Macey about the party, and she seemed excited about it!”
“Alex! I thought we were going to surprise her!” Mom always loved surprises.
Alex lowered his voice and spoke to my mother through his teeth, as if that was some type of communication I couldn’t hear or comprehend. “Well, I thought she could use a little cheering up, ya know? Something to look forward to in light of the day?”
My dad hadn’t taken his eyes off me since he quit talking. “I think it was an excellent idea. Did you tell her about the DJ? Or the set up-in the basement?”
That piqued my interest a little, and I looked sideways at Dad. He was grinning.
That was all the encouragement Alex needed to start spilling all the details of the upcoming party.
Alex explained the party would be the night of my birthday, only two days away. “We’re gonna have a DJ like your dad said, and we’re hiring a company that will put in a dance floor downstairs and all this great lighting! We’re also gonna have an area for playing games and stuff if you don’t feel like dancing.”
His enthusiasm was contagious, and I started calculating. It’ll be the day after tomorrow! I thought, my excitement building.
“And we invited a ton of your friends from school. Who knows what great loot you’ll get with that many people coming!”
That many people… “Alex, what are you going to do about my date announcement? Is everyone still gonna be here for that?”
I was born at 8:23 p.m., so as laws dictated, I would receive a message at precisely 8:23 p.m. on Friday night telling me what my date would be. I knew if it was a normal party, everyone would still be there, dancing and having a good time. What kind of lame party kicked everyone out before eight-thirty?
It was Mom who filled in the blanks. “Yes, everyone will still be here, but that just means that many more people to share it with, right? That much more support?” She smiled at me. “And if you’re uncomfortable, we can always go to a separate room to get your news. We’ll leave that up to you.”
I liked the sound of that. “It all sounds like a total blast to me.”
Alex beamed. “It will be! You’ll see!”
 
That night, I lay in bed exhausted from the day. My mind wouldn’t let me sleep, though. It churned with art, the party, and the prospect of my date. I rolled over and looked at the clock. 12:12 pierced the darkness. Believing all times that mirrored their hours—like 11:11, 10:10, 8:08 and so forth—were lucky, I made a wish.
Please let me survive my date. I opened my eyes, and it was still 12:12, so I added one more thing. And let Friday get here fast so we can get partying!
I rolled back over, and drifted off imagining the possibilities for the party.



CHAPTER 5
 
I GOT MY second wish at least. Thursday was so busy, Friday came before I knew it. I had the day off school, since my date would be announced. I stayed in bed late, enjoying the fact that everyone else I knew was up and facing their day, and I had no morning obligations.
By the time hunger forced me to wander downstairs, my parents had both left for work hours earlier.
“Good morning, Macey,” Rosie announced. “Your parents left you a message; would you like to hear it?”
“Sure.” I gathered my cereal, bowl, milk, and spoon while she replayed the message.
The image of my smiling parents reflected at me from the bar countertop. “Hi, Sleepy Head!” they both said in unison.
“We hope you have a wonderful day and can’t wait to celebrate with you tonight!” Mom said.
“Happy Birthday, honey! Love you,” Dad chimed in. They waved and dissolved into the countertop.
I smiled. Most of my friends would probably balk at the prospect of having their super lame parents at a party. But I knew mine wouldn’t overstay their welcome. They’d probably just pop in and out occasionally to see how things were going. Anyway, I couldn’t imagine a birthday without them.
With a spring in my step, I carried my cereal into the living room and settled in to watch my favorite vintage movie series: The Lord of the Rings. It was like a hundred years old, and Alex often made fun of me for watching it so many times. But I couldn’t help it! The story was enthralling, and even though the technology was way behind, I had an appreciation for how beautiful the director tried to make it, even with his limited means.
To be honest, they made more advances with movie-making in the thirty years between Star Wars—my other favorite vintage trilogy—and Lord of the Rings than we had in the century since then. Apparently Lord of the Rings was released for home viewing on something called Blu-ray. Our history teacher that explained those were something like discs you’d put in a machine that would play your movie on a television. I’d seen a television at the museum, so I had a basic understanding, but Star Wars was older than Lord of the Rings, and I wasn’t sure it was available immediately for home viewing. If it was, I had no idea what media they used. Today, everything was digital and stored on your home’s mainframe. There were no televisions, only high-definition projectors. Those with lots of money could afford the three-dimensional ones that really made you feel like you were in the movie. I didn’t know anyone with one of those, though, so I’d never seen it in action.
I watched Jackson’s sweeping images of a place that used to be called New Zealand and marveled. I wondered if you went there today what it would look like, and if the war had destroyed all its natural beauty. The thought made me sad as the camera panned over the fellowship trudging through the snowy peaks.
About fifty years ago, long before my time, China decided they needed more land and took over what were once Australia and New Zealand. Now, the two former countries were part of Communist China. America stayed uninvolved in the exchange, and many blamed the fall of Australia on us. However, we had bigger fish to fry with the disease running rampant.
Between The Fellowship of the Ring and The Two Towers, I put my breakfast dishes away and got out my sketchpad. I worked on sketching my favorite characters during the last two movies. Legolas was just beautiful, and Gandalf—well, you can’t argue with his superiority.
I let the last movie play out while I put the finishing touches on Gandalf. Just as I was adding some shading to his robe to make it really pop, someone knocked on the door. I glanced at the clock as I set the sketchpad on the coffee table. Holy cow, how did it get to be 5:45 already?
“Alex Bowman is at the door,” Rosie informed me.
“Thanks, Rosie. I figured,” I said as I scrambled to unbury myself from art supplies.
The knock came again, and I hurried to the door. “Yeah! I’m coming. Hold your horses.”
Alex beamed at me when I opened the door. “Hey there, birthday girl!” His arms were loaded with what appeared to be party supplies, but I couldn’t differentiate one thing from another. It was all a mass of colors, glitter, and streamers. “Now, get outta my way! I have a party to get ready for!”
“What can I do?”
“Nothing! I want you to be overwhelmed by the atmosphere, and you can’t do that if you see it in the making! Just make sure you’re dressed and ready by seven.”
I looked down at myself. I hadn’t even showered yet. My stomach growled. “Are we eating before the party?”
“I guess. There’ll be snack stuff there but not an actual meal. You should eat if you’re hungry.” He looked me over. “Although it doesn’t look like you’ve done much to work up an appetite today.”
“Whatever! I watched all three Lord of the Rings movies and sketched!” It was a perfectly acceptable way to spend your birthday if you asked me.
“Oh! Lemme put this stuff down, and you can show me!”
He popped down to the basement and was back upstairs before I even got to the coffee table to retrieve the sketches. He’s wound pretty tight tonight, I thought.
“Wow…” he trailed off, taking in the image of Gandalf. “These are amazing.” He turned to Legolas and didn’t hide his initial disgust. “I don’t know what you see in him. He has blond hair, too! He’s gold-on-gold! Why do you think he’s so gorgeous and not me?”
I rolled my eyes and took the picture from him. We’d had this argument a hundred times. “Because he’s not gold-on-gold. First of all, his hair is nearly white, and his skin is pretty pale, too. Your hair is quite yellow, and you’re getting a pretty intense tan. Hence the gold-on-gold comment.”
“Whatever,” he said as he turned to go back out to his car to get more stuff. I shook my head. I knew Alex wasn’t interested in me romantically. All he wanted was the validation that I thought he was attractive. But he was too much like a brother to me. I just didn’t see him that way. Don’t get me wrong, though, not just any girl was good enough for him either. I’d chased off more than one of his dates and wasn’t sorry about it either. I knew he’d thank me later.
I’d gathered my sketching supplies and started to head upstairs with them when Mom came in, closely followed by Dad. “Where’s the birthday girl?” they both called.
I turned around and headed for the kitchen. “I’m coming!”
They greeted me with open arms, and I hugged them carefully so I didn’t crush my fresh sketches.
“What do you have there?” Dad asked.
“Oh, just some sketches I did while I was watching movies this afternoon.”
Without looking at them he said, “Let me guess, someone or something from Lord of the Rings.”
I smiled widely. “Am I that transparent?”
He shook his head. “Is Alex here? His car’s out front.”
“Yup. He’s down in the basement.”
“Okay. I’ll get changed and go give him a hand.”
“Wait a second, honey, let’s do presents first,” Mom said.
My excitement overcame my hunger for now as they produced a few wrapped packages seemingly out of nowhere. I carefully unwrapped them and discovered new pencils, pens, paints, paper, and canvas. Thrilled, I started to say my thank-yous when Dad produced one more box.
“There’s just one more thing.” He smiled at Mom, a twinkle in both their eyes.
The box was bigger than some of the others (everything except the canvas), but not huge or heavy by any means. “You guys already did enough,” I said as I hesitantly started unwrapping the box.
“We know, but we thought you needed this.”
I tore the paper across the middle. I blinked, not believing what I was seeing. It was an iArt pad. A very expensive iArt pad. My hands started to shake as I picked up the box, the wrapping paper falling away. “Oh,” I breathed.
“Well? Do you like it?” Dad asked eagerly.
“I don’t know what to say. I never thought I’d have one of these. They’re so expensive.”
Dad came around the bar and kissed me. Mom followed suit. “You’re worth it. We both can’t wait to see what you come up with now that you’ve got the latest and greatest tools!”
Dad hugged me and said, “Okay, now I’m going downstairs. See ya in a bit, ladies.”
My hunger totally forgotten, I explored what my iArt could do. I could scan art, and alter it in any number of ways (that would take some time to learn), post my art online, and a host of things I didn’t quite understand. The manual for it was a huge file that I’d have to dig into when I had more time. The best thing it did was turn your art into a three-dimensional hologram so you could use it as a model if you wanted. Some people did their entire art exhibits in hologram, which I always thought was so cool.
I was flipping through the various screens when Mom tried to tear me away. “So,” she asked. I didn’t look up. “What do you want for your birthday dinner?”
My stomach growled audibly in response. “Well, if I’m picking, I want McDonalds.”
“Oh dear God. That place? Really?”
“You asked!” I was indignant. I loved McDonalds! Who cared that the company was over a hundred years old? They knew how to make an excellent sandwich and fries.
She pulled a McDonalds sack from her teacher bag. “Yes, well. It is your birthday, and yes, you are that transparent.”
Beaming, I greedily took the bag. There was only one sandwich and fries in it. “What are you gonna eat?”
“Well, not that gut bomb, that’s for sure.”
She fixed herself a quick sandwich while I warmed my food. We sat at the table together and chatted about the day while the boys toiled away downstairs.
After dinner I showered, and Mom helped me fix my hair into a cascade of dark curls. I wore my favorite purple top and a comfortable pair of jeans. Only putting on some lip-gloss and a touch of eye shadow, I deemed myself ready for the party thirty minutes early.
Alex came upstairs to get me just as I was surveying myself in the mirror. “Okay, we’re ready for you!” He gave me a once-over. “Yup. That’ll do.”
“Good thing, too, ‘cuz this is what you’re getting.” I gave him a devilish smile and ducked out of the way of his swat.
He forced me to close my eyes for the big reveal, which made going down the basement stairs a bit tricky. I hesitated on each step until Alex got impatient. “I’m not going to let you fall, just come on!” he insisted.
“Oh, I’m sorry, are you the one blindfolded and walking down rickety steps?”
My dad piped up; apparently he was within earshot. “Hey! Rickety’s a rather strong word, don’t you think?”
Eventually, and to my complete surprise, I arrived at the bottom of the steps unscathed.
Alex positioned himself behind me and turned me to face the room. “Are you ready?”
“As ready as I’ll ever be.”
 
The room was transformed. Rosie got a new lighting chip, and the space that was once a dark, damp place where we did laundry and stored extra food and stuff we weren’t ready to get rid of was now a feast for the eyes. With purple undertones, intricate flower-shaped patterns changed colors on the wall and floor from white to fuchsia. They’d added white couches and chairs and glass-top tables to the space, giving it an extremely classy feel. They even had centerpieces on the tables with white chrysanthemums in short square vases with glass beads in the bottom.
Dad was the first to break the silence. He reached his hand out to me. “You better shut your mouth or a bird will fly in there.”
I closed it and swallowed. It was super-dry after holding it open so long. With Dad on one side and Alex on the other, they led me on a tour. The dance floor was surrounded by tall glass-topped tables for people to stand at and mingle. There was a bar in the center where people could get snacks and drinks, and on the other side was the game area. They had all my favorite games set up: Dance Machine, where you compete against a hologram to hit all the dance moves correctly; the newest racing game, which I hadn’t even gotten a chance to try yet but looked very cool with the integrated hologram technology; and a vintage board game area, which I thought was best of all.
“I can’t believe how this space changed! Where did you get the projectors and stuff for down here?”
“Rosie needed an upgrade, anyway,” was all my dad would say. I hugged them both, but my thank-yous were interrupted by the first stream of guests arriving.
 
By eight, the party was in full swing. I was standing at a table near the dance floor watching the fun when a group of girls from school converged on me.
“Hey, Macey, so what time do you get your date?” Ariel asked me.
I was trying not to think about it. I glanced at my watch. “8:23.”
She looked at one of the other girls. “When I got my date I was a wreck. But the message is actually pretty cool. Once it was over, I wondered what I was so worked up about.”
I knew she was trying to reassure me, but it wasn’t helping. One of the other girls, Hannidy, piped up. “What was the message like?” she asked. She was still a few months away from getting her date and clearly wasn’t comforted by Ariel’s sentiment either.
“Oh, it was neat. One of those immersion holograms, ya know? The speaker was in the mountains, and I swear I could smell the cool, crisp air when the breeze blew across this field of wild flowers and over a glacial pond. I don’t even know if places like that still exist, but it was exactly where I wanted to be.”
“And what did the speaker say?” Hannidy persisted.
“Well, not much to be honest. Just congratulating me on reaching an age where I could contribute to the greater good, announced my date, and that was it. All told, I think it was only about two minutes long.”
I turned to one of the girls, who was nodding. She’d already gotten her date as well. “Was it the same for you, Charlotte?”
“Yup. Pretty much. Mine wasn’t in the mountains though. Mine was in the most luxurious lobby I’d ever seen. Crystal chandeliers, stained glass windows, giant marble columns, it was gorgeous. It looked like some place that demanded grand dresses and dancing.” She smiled as she recalled the image. I hoped I could look back on my message with such fondness, and not as the death sentence it might turn out to be.
At 8:23 p.m., Rosie interrupted the party. The music went quiet, and all games paused. “An incoming message from the Facility for Macey.”
My parents gathered around me, and Alex appeared out of nowhere. “Would you like to see it down here or upstairs?”
I looked at all my friends. Some of them looked nervous, but most of them nodded encouragement at me. “I guess we can watch it down here. Rosie, go ahead with it.”
I was surrounded by an image of the beach. Ariel was right. I could just about smell the salt air. Sea gulls screeched and swooped low over the waves, and sand pipers darted in and out of the surf. I turned around and dunes stretched for miles in either direction. The hologram was like nothing I’d ever seen before. It was so real, and slightly unnerving.
Although I knew my parents and Alex were there watching it with me, I was alone on the beach, save for a woman standing a short distance from me. The hologram was made to be a complete experience for each person, so everyone watching had the same experience. I was the only one that was alone, though. Everyone else could see me and the woman but no one else at the party.
“Hello, Macey.” she said. She was dressed in a dark suit, her bobbed brown hair blowing in the ocean breeze. She looked weird in the surroundings. Out of place. I didn’t want her here, spoiling it.
I didn’t respond to her. It was just a hologram, not meant to be interactive. She continued without noticing. “As you know, I’m here to deliver your date. First of all, we at the Facility would like to congratulate you on reaching an age where you can fulfill the vows you’ve been making since you were five years old and become a vital part of finding a cure to the disease.”
She paused and looked sympathetically at me. It was odd. How did they know where I’d be standing, and how could they program her to do that? I glanced left and right but couldn’t see my parents. I felt someone grab my hand, but when I looked down, no one was there. It squeezed, and I squeezed back.
“Now, your date is very special.” Was this normal? Why was my date special? “It’s the first of its kind.” I narrowed my eyes and watched the hologram skeptically. It didn’t sound good. “Due to an overwhelming need, the Facility has had to change its experimentation policies and date assignments moving forward. Macey, you are the first to receive a date that precedes your twentieth birthday.”
I gasped in horror. “Your date is June 30, 2115.”
She let it hang there for a second. “The Facility thanks you for your contribution, and we look forward to meeting you in person.”
The image dissolved, and I was left in the basement with the shock of knowing I had only two years until my date.
 
A low murmur passed over my group of friends. I frantically looked from face to face, looking for conformation that I’d simply misheard. Pleading silently with someone to tell me she’d said 2117 and not 2115, they all stared back at me with the same shock I imagined was on my face, and a few of them had sympathetic, “better you than me” expressions.
My legs started to tremble. Alex reached out for me and guided me to the nearest couch. My parents followed, my mom leaning heavily on Dad. The guests parted for us and went back to the party, trying to give us our moment.
I looked over at Alex, who’d settled next to me on the couch. “Well, maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to watch the message down here.” I smiled weakly, trying to lighten the mood. Two years. That was only a few months after Alex’s date and would be right after I graduated from school. If I died during the experiments, I wouldn’t have the opportunity to get rejected by art schools because I was too much of a loose cannon.
“It’s a mistake, right? A glitch in the message? Who can we contact at the Facility to get her actual date?” My mom asked, grasping at even the tiniest hope.
My dad sprang into action. “Rosie, can you please display the latest headlines?”
There on the glass coffee table in front of us were all the headlines of the day. At the top, was the most damning one of all, time stamped from thirty seconds ago.
 
FACILITY CHANGES DATING POLICY.
 
Dad tapped that headline, and the article opened.
 
Citing overwhelming need for more volunteers, the Facility has altered its dating policy moving forward. All new dates will be assigned after the receiver’s eighteenth birthday, not their twentieth. The first to receive their new date was Macey Holsinger, who was assigned June 30, 2115. The teen will be eighteen years and three months old for her first experiment.
A Facility representative issued this statement:
“We want to thank all new volunteers. We hope the young blood will be the key to finding the cure that much faster.”
 
Dad closed the article before the rest of us could finish reading it. “My baby,” Mom whispered. Dad turned and held her in his arms. She looked at me over his shoulder, too horrified to summon even a single tear.



CHAPTER 6
 
SOMEHOW, THE WEEKEND dragged and went by too quickly all at the same time. After I got my news, the mood at the party died, and everyone politely wished me happy birthday and left. Those that already had their dates were sympathetic but removed. Those that were still waiting were terrified. I simply sat on the couch dumbfounded as the stream of people passed by.
Alex stayed behind and busied himself by cleaning up. No one spoke. By midnight, we were all sitting silently. Mom and Dad were on either side of me, and Alex was on the floor leaning against the couch.
Dad was the first to break the silence in over three hours. “I suppose we should go to bed.”
“Mmm,” I agreed, but didn’t move. Neither did anyone else.
“Alex, you staying here tonight?” he asked.
“Sure.”
The silence returned. But before it could settle, Dad stirred us again. “Okay, guys. It’s not going to do any good to sit here for the next two years. Let’s go.” He stood and reached out a hand for me.
I looked at him with pleading eyes—pleading for what, I wasn’t sure. His hand remained, unmoving and steady. He could always be counted on for that. My mom put a reassuring hand on my back and gave me a small nudge. Between the two of them, they extricated me from my place of refuge, and we all trudged upstairs.
When we got to my room, I turned before I went in. “Would you mind if Alex slept in here tonight instead of downstairs?” Alex never slept in my room when he stayed over. My parents had a strict “no boys in my bedroom at night” policy. That even applied to Alex, despite the fact that they knew we weren’t interested in each other.
My parents exchanged a look. “You know what? Why don’t we all have a slumber party downstairs tonight? It’ll be fun.” Mom tried to sound upbeat, but it came out a little funny sounding.
Dad kissed her on the forehead. “That sounds wonderful, dear. I’ll get out the air mattress, and you and Alex can sleep on the couches.”
I looked at Alex for approval. We’d be crashing his room, really. His eyes were still glassy and vacant, though, so I didn’t think he’d mind. “Sure. Sounds great,” I said, a little more flatly than I intended.
Mom smiled. “Okay! Everyone get ready for bed, and we’ll meet downstairs!”
I dilly-dallied in the bathroom. It only took me about five minutes to brush my teeth and change into my pajamas. But I stared at myself in the mirror. I wondered how long I’d have that luxury, wondered if I would be different after the experiment, if I’d even be alive.
I examined my face. I really wasn’t bad looking. Fair skin, striking violet eyes, jet black hair that was shiny and cascaded down the middle of my back, not dry and stringy like some girls you might see. I stepped back and looked at my whole image. Well proportioned at least.
I leaned forward against the vanity, placing both hands on either side of the sink, and let my head hang. Two years, I thought. What a waste.
“Are you coming down, Macey?” my mom called, interrupting my downward spiral.
“Yeah.” But I couldn’t get enough energy behind it to know if she heard me or not. So I took a deep breath, flipped off the light and went downstairs to join my family.
 
We settled in fairly quickly, but no one slept. It was one of the longest nights of my life. The only one longer was the night before Joey died.
He’d gotten sick a few days before. No one knew where he got it. No one ever knew how they got it. It just appeared. He was only five. Heck, I wasn’t much older. Seven or eight, I forget. We thought it was just a cold at first. But the Facility knew better and snatched him away within hours of his fever coming on. He was still conscious then. He cried as they tore him from my mother’s arms, all the while insisting it was for his own good and ours as well. They must’ve had a different definition of good from us.
After they took him, another team stayed behind and took all of his things. Everything down to his bed, mattress, toothbrush, blankets, clothes, toys, and drawings on the fridge, was taken. We were ordered to leave while they did it, so they could also sterilize the house. When we came home, the house felt cold and barren. Like he was already dead. Looking back on it, maybe he was.
We were only allowed to see him once after that. It was the day after they took him. We watched him through glass windows. My mom put her hand on the glass, as if that would bring her closer to her baby boy. I watched his chest rise and fall and traced the tubes coming from him with my eyes. My parents went to get some coffee, but I stood there staring at Joey. I willed some sign of health to show itself. Surely the Facility was wrong. He didn’t have the disease. It was just a cold. Once they realized that, they’d feel dumb for wasting all their resources on the common cold, wouldn’t they?
I don’t know how long I stood at that window. He never looked over at me. Never waved. Never smiled. Never gave me any indication that my little brother was still in there. It was the last time I got to see him.
As his condition deteriorated, we weren’t allowed in anymore. We received updates over the phone from the Facility. The second-to-last update came at 10:30 p.m. on October 20, 2105.
Rosie played it for all of us to hear.
“Subject’s condition has reached a critical point. He is not expected to recover.”
That was it, the whole thing. It was so cold and unfeeling. How could they talk about my baby brother that way? He meant something to us. He wasn’t just a “subject” to us. Didn’t they understand that?
In the morning, the last message came.
“Subject died at 8:08 a.m. Body and all belongings were disposed of at 8:38 a.m. This will be our last correspondence.”
There are no words to explain what happens to a family that loses a child. Some families are torn apart by it, never able to cope with the loss. But with the onset of the disease, it was so common to lose a son, mother, daughter or father, walking away was virtually unheard of. Most parents—if both were even still alive when their child was taken by the disease—only had to wait a few more years before their date approached and they met their maker anyway.
I rolled over and looked at my parents snuggled together so reassuringly on the air mattress. I realized I was one of the only kids in the neighborhood to have both parents still alive. Many, like Alex, didn’t even have one parent left. I smiled at their dark shapes, grateful to have them both.
I come from hearty stock right? Maybe it won’t be so bad. I kept repeating that to myself until the sun peeked through the east windows and the long night was finally over.
 
Saturday morning we sat around the breakfast table, quietly munching our cereal, when I decided enough was enough.
“Okay, we can’t mope about this forever. I was thinking last night that you guys have both always survived your dates. Heck, Dad, yours was just a few months ago! I think I’ll be fine, don’t you?”
He looked at Mom before landing his gaze on me. “Absolutely, Macey. You’re absolutely right. If we go into it with a positive attitude, you’re more likely to come through it unscathed anyway. Think of all the research they’ve done on the power of a positive outlook!”
He had a point. Studies had shown people who went into their dates with an upbeat attitude about it were more likely to come back, and come back normal. It was like a 55-45 split, but still. Something was better than nothing. And it made us all feel like there was something we were doing to get through it.
So, we went to see a movie after breakfast, took naps in the afternoon, and had dinner together. Alex went home shortly after that.
That evening, my parents and I made good use of the basement renovations and played games together until the wee hours of the morning. We trudged off to bed like zombies with dry eyes and sore muscles around 1 a.m.
But when I lay down in my bed alone in the dark, sleep eluded me once again. My thoughts returned to Joey, and how he was from healthy stock, too. Why did he have to die? Why was he our family’s sacrifice? He was so little, with his whole life ahead of him. I remembered pushing him in the tire swing out back—I could never push him high enough—making sand forts for his army men and having wars with him—I always won, but he was getting better—and playing hide and seek—that kid was a hide and seek ninja, I never once found him. And I never got another chance to look for him, either.
No, the same thing wouldn’t happen to me, I resolved. I was eleven years older than he was, and therefore automatically more resilient, stronger. Right?
I rolled over, cocooning myself into my bed, building a shield against the negative thoughts threatening me. Instead, I focused on my future, convincing myself that there would be one, and what I would do with it. Soon I was sleeping, dreaming of my adult self, surrounded by my artwork in my own gallery, and I was happy.
 
In the morning, as I sat my cereal and bowl down on the kitchen table, I declared, “So, I’ve been thinking.”
“Oh, Lord. How much is this going to cost me?” Dad said.
“I don’t know. Jeeze.”
My dad smiled mischievously as he read the newspaper displayed on the tabletop. He dragged his finger across the glossy surface and turned the page, not looking at me.
Mom cleared her throat. “What were you thinking?”
“That I want to go to art school.”
“Of course you do. That’s not news.”
“No, I know, but I mean I still want to go to art school.”
They both puzzled at me. Apparently they hadn’t considered the other option. Some people, once they’d gotten their dates, partied and did all the things they wanted to do before they died, rather than proceeding through life like they were going to survive. Sometimes it worked out, and they lived an amazing life before dying or becoming a vegetable. Sometimes, though, they’d survive and be left with a mountain of debt and no way to pay it off since they’d squandered the last few years having fun instead of getting an education.
Dad looked up from the paper. “I don’t really understand. Were you considering not going suddenly?”
I don’t know why their reaction surprised me. Of course I would continue to be the high-achieving, perfect daughter I always was. “Well, I dunno. Some people, when they get their dates…” I trailed off.
He went back to scanning the news. “Some people are not our daughter.”
Mom shook her head. “What he means is, we’re proud of you for deciding not to throw your future away.”
Dad started to grumble. “What I meant was our daughter—”
“Is making wonderful choices. Right, Lawrence?” I watched her stare him down and nearly choked on my cereal trying to conceal my laughter.
She looked quizzically at me. “What’s funny?”
I straightened up immediately. “Nothing. Nothing at all.”
So, we decided to live our lives normally. There wasn’t a death sentence waiting for me on the horizon, no more than there was for Alex in about eighteen months, or for my mom in the coming year. It was just another day, just another task to get through, just another chore. Much like the following day, which brought my art class and all of its problems screaming back to me.



CHAPTER 7
 
MONDAY CREPT ALONG like Mondays do. Except everyone in the halls stared at me. They were the looks I got from people leaving the party: sympathy or terror. Even the teachers seemed to feel badly for me. More than one asked me how I was doing. I didn’t like all the extra attention. I was proceeding normally, and this wasn’t normal behavior.
I tried to look forward to my art class, hoping it would be the relaxing release it once was.
I took my seat at my desk without much flourish. Ms. Paige and I hadn’t really been on speaking terms since the whole still-life debacle. I was working on getting out my supplies when she walked up. She looked uncomfortable.
Shifting her weight from one leg to the other, she held out my still life. “A beautiful piece, Macey.”
“I’m glad you thought so,” I said, not taking it from her. She was forced to set it on the table.
“Thing is, because you turned it in late, I was forced to give you a B.”
I stopped digging through my backpack and looked up at her. “What?” I yelled. Everyone stopped moving in the room and looked at us.
Ms. Paige cleared her throat. “You know that’s my policy.”
“That wasn’t made clear when you gave me the option to redo the project.”
She lowered her voice and took a step closer to me. “I thought you would prefer that over an F.”
I looked her straight in the face. “And yet, I still feel screwed.”
She stepped back, clearly hurt by what I said, but I wasn’t finished. “Thanks for teaching me such a valuable lesson, Ms. Paige. I’ll be sure and remember it next time.”
She walked away stiffly, as if I was the one who’d crossed some line. A B! I raged mentally. Boy, doing the right thing sure is rewarding. I slammed my pencils on the table, startling the girl next to me.
“Sorry.”
She looked away.
The tables were arranged in a circle like always, but today there was a short pedestal in the center with nothing on it.
“Today you’ll be doing something a little different. I asked the school about this, and they said for studying and learning purposes this would be just fine, since you’re an advanced class.” She paused. “So, we’ll be doing a nude today.”
A murmur hung in the air like fog. Ms. Paige held up her hands. “We’re all mature here. And this is art. I expect you to treat it as such. Additionally, this will be your final project and count for half of your overall grade. Treat it with the respect it deserves.”
She signaled, and a woman entered, dressed in a white robe. She settled in on the pedestal with her back to me. Folding one leg under her, she hugged her other leg with both arms, and looked over her right shoulder so I could see just one side of her face.
She was beautiful. Her skin was flawless, red hair cut short, delicate facial features with a small rounded nose, high cheek bones, long eyelashes that hid clear blue eyes. It made me sad we were doing her in pen and ink.
I set to work right away, enthralled with the new challenge, my B totally forgotten.
 
It took over a week to finish the nude. She came back to our class twice more, giving us an opportunity to at least get a sketch of her. After that, we just worked off our memories and the rough images we’d created.
The day the project was due, I looked at my nearly finished picture. Her expression was sad, almost helpless. Then, the same feeling came over me the day I painted the flag, and I went with it. When an hour had gone by, the woman was bound in chains.
 
I turned the project in with one week left in the school year. I knew it would make Ms. Paige mad, but I didn’t care. It was exactly how I felt. Controlled, manipulated, herded here and there, all for the “greater good.” What did that even mean, anyway? Who was benefiting from this? Who was the “greater good?” We’d all lost someone, or maybe a few someones. Everyone had sacrificed for this so called “greater good.” And who exactly was getting good from it? The angrier I got, the more validated I felt in turning my final project in. That is, until I got my grade on the last day.
 
I downloaded my grades as soon as the final bell rang. Ms. Paige never once made eye contact with me during the class, which didn’t give me a warm fuzzy feeling. She passed out our final projects mere minutes before the bell rang, and everyone rushed for the door, excited about the sense of freedom that came with summer vacation.
I sat down on the cement planter out front of the school to read through my grades. A’s down the line, except one.
Art……..C
Outraged, I flew up off the planter, ready to march straight back to Ms. Paige’s class to give her a piece of my mind. Then, I realized I hadn’t even looked at my final project. That was the only thing that could be the cause of such a low grade in Art.
I opened the leather portfolio carefully, and a note emblazoned with a huge, red F fell out. As if in slow motion, it wafted back and forth to the ground, and I stared disbelieving at it. I glanced around to see if anyone else saw the F. How could you not? I wondered. It was huge. And red. I snatched the note off the ground and read it more closely.
 
This type of work is simply unacceptable. I’m surprised and disappointed in you.
 
-Ms. Paige
 
What? I thought. She’s surprised and disappointed in me? All this time I thought she was the one who was worthy of disappointment. Never more sure of my conclusion, I marched back into the school and straight to her room. I burst in causing the double doors to slam against the wall. I didn’t cringe at the noise, but I didn’t miss it when Ms. Paige did.
“Seriously, Ms. Paige? You’re disappointed in me?”
“Yes, Macey, I am.”
“What makes you think you even have the right to be disappointed in me after what you did this year?”
“I’m sorry? What I did?” She seemed genuinely confused.
“You manipulated me, deceived me, and ultimately betrayed me.” There. It was all out. Not like she could do anything to me now. School was over, and I was airing the dirty laundry of the entire term.
She straightened and looked as if I’d struck her. Her voice was quiet. “I’m sorry you see it that way.”
“There is no other way to see it.”
“Is there something I can help you with? Why are you here?”
I jabbed the leather portfolio at her. “Explain this.”
“What do you need explained?”
I blinked at her. How could we be so far apart on this? Someone I once viewed as an ally and potential mentor was now on a totally different planet from me. “Why did this deserve an F?”
“Because the assignment was a nude. She has chains on.”
“You’re kidding, right?” She was failing my final project on a technicality?
“No. I’m not. The chains cover some important details, details I was unable to grade you on.”
I half laughed and half sobbed. “What details? A mole? A wrinkle? Look at her!” I opened the portfolio and shoved the image under her nose. “She’s perfect!”
Ms. Paige didn’t take the folio and looked at me instead of my drawing.
“This is complete bullshit.” She gasped at my language, but I didn’t stop. “Why do you think I drew her in chains, Ms. Paige?” I withdrew the portfolio and slammed it closed. “Because of you.” With that damning statement, I stormed out of Ms. Paige’s art class for the last time.
 
I took my time getting home. I didn’t stop at the construction site to see Alex. I wasn’t in the mood. How had things gotten so messed up? Over the course of just a few months, I was doing poorly in my favorite subject and staring down my date two years earlier than anticipated. How was I ever going to get into art school with a C in an advanced class? What would I do next year? I could only assume Ms. Paige would be teaching art again next year. I frowned. I hadn’t thought of that when I let things fly. How could I ever go back to her art class again after making such a scene? If she held the chains against me, she’d never let me pass her next class.
I sat against a tree in a field overlooking my neighborhood. I leaned my head back against the rough bark and felt the wind on my face. It was calming, until an alert from my tablet shattered it.
“Incoming message from Mom and Dad.”
I sighed as I dug through my backpack for my tablet. “Open.”
“Where are you? We’re getting worried. Dinner will be ready in ten.” It was Dad’s stern voice, and even sterner image barking at me. I knew they’d already seen my report card and wanted an explanation for my grade in Art.
“Record response.” I paused, waiting for the tablet to respond. “Hey, Dad. I’m on my way home now. Be there in five.” Pause. “Send message.”
“Message sent.”
I stood and slung my backpack over my shoulder. “Well, guess I better face the music.”
 
When I got home, I could hear Mom yelling. “This is an outrage! That teacher is out of her mind! Macey is the best in her—”
“Welcome home, Macey,” Rosie warned.
“Thanks, Rosie,” I said flatly.
My parents appeared in the doorway between the living room and the kitchen simultaneously, shoulder to shoulder in the tight space.
“So, I guess you saw my report card?”
“Of course we saw it! What happened?” My mom said, her voice barely at a conversational level.
“Ms. Paige didn’t care for my final project. She gave me an F on it.”
“May we see it?”
I held the leather portfolio out to them, and my dad took it, never breaking eye contact with me. I could tell he thought this was more my fault than Ms. Paige’s fault, and my mom was on the other side of the fence. He, however, wasn’t voicing his opinions just yet.
He opened the portfolio and frowned.
“Oh, Macey,” my mom said, her confidence in her accusation wavering.
The anger flashed in me. “What? What is so wrong with it? It’s flawless! It’s a beautiful piece, and an exact expression of how I feel.” I jabbed my finger at it. “That’s what art should be!”
My dad closed the portfolio and looked at me, choosing his words carefully. “While what art should be is an extremely subjective argument, I think the point here is what was your assignment supposed to be?”
“A nude.”
My mom furrowed her eyebrows in confusion. “But she is nude.”
“Ms. Paige disagreed.”
“Because of the chains,” my dad filled in.
“Pretty much.”
“That’s a little picky, don’t you think, Lawrence?”
“I’m not sure I would’ve assigned such a harsh grade to the project, but it’s not my class.” He handed the portfolio back to me. “And what did you say to Ms. Paige about it?”
“How do you know I said anything to her? I downloaded my grade after school was out.” Maybe I can skirt the issue, I thought.
“Macey.” My mom sniffed me out. There was no hiding anything from them. It was exasperating.
I freed the crumpled and maimed note from my pocket and handed it to them. After they’d had a chance to read it, I said, “I told her she was the disappointment, not me.”
Shocked, my mom said, “Really? You said that to her? Macey, she’s your teacher. Don’t you think she commands a little more respect than that?”
“She lost my respect when she made me redo the still life project.” I could tell they were seeing me in a new light, and I wasn’t sure if they liked what was in front of them or not. Heck, I wasn’t sure I liked it, either.
“And what have you lost as a result of standing by that opinion?” my dad asked. I wasn’t sure. “Well, you have the whole summer to think about it.”



CHAPTER 8
 
I SPENT THE first part of the summer trying to forget about art class. I couldn’t imagine my life without art. It was too much of who I was. I had no idea what I would do instead of art. So, rather than face the hard questions, I ignored them and tried to enjoy my time off. My family’s staycation was coming up, anyway, so it wasn’t hard.
Every time someone in the family approached their date, we did a staycation, usually the summer before, but this was only the third staycation I’d been around for, so I don’t know if that qualifies me as an authority on the issue. We’d only had one staycation as a family of four. Joey was just little, barely toddling around, it seemed like. Anyway, both my parents would take off work, and we’d stay in, doing things together, things we didn’t always have time for.
Our first staycation after Joey died, I asked why we couldn’t leave. Just get away from all the memories. Mom and Dad explained that travel was no longer allowed due to the fear of contamination and spreading the disease. Essentially, the whole world was on quarantine.
“That makes no sense,” I said at the time. “If the disease is everywhere, what does it matter if we cross borders and ‘spread’ it? In fact, how can we ‘spread’ it if it’s already where we’re going?”
They explained the government was just trying to do what was best for the people, and containment seemed like the safest way to go.
Looking back on that conversation, I felt like many of the things we just accepted and abided by were illogical like that. Right down to our dates. Who was the government to tell me that I had to subject myself to experimentation and possible death? What exactly did they do for me? My parents worked to provide for the family, nothing was just handed to us, and yet we were to abide by this list of demands simply because we lived here? The clincher was we couldn’t even leave if we wanted to because of the travel restrictions. If you asked me, the government had it tied up in a pretty neat little package.
So that was why we stayed home instead of doing something fun like the people in my old movies and books would do. I’d seen far-off places like Hawaii and Greece in movies like Mama Mia and 50 First Dates. Movies made before the disease. I longed to see them for myself. To paint them, take pictures of them, experience them. Someday, I will, I vowed.
Not this year, though. This year, it was staycation all the way. And I learned to be content with that, for now. My parents always started the staycation on a Thursday night and carried it all the way through Monday night. It was four full days of time together. Sometimes it seemed like too much, like when we were arguing about what to do next. Others, not enough, like when we were thinking about Joey.
I had about three weeks left in summer vacation when they decided it was time for our staycation. Dad brought home take-out from the local Italian restaurant. We gathered around the TV to catch up on all of our favorite shows while we ate. Dad even watched the latest episode of Sammy Goldwater. He was only my favorite artist and always did amazing things with a simple stroke or addition of color. Sometimes, if I blinked, I didn’t see what he’d done to transform the painting into something breathtaking, and I’d have to rewind and watch it again. It wasn’t Mom and Dad’s favorite, but our staycation was about spending time together.
In the morning, we all got up, had breakfast together, and headed out. The first, second, and last day were never hard to plan. We always knew what we were doing. Although the last day wasn’t as much fun as the others, it was the third day when we actually argued. Either we didn’t have any suggestions at all and were at a total loss for what to do, or all the suggestions we could come up with weren’t good and we couldn’t come up with a consensus. But that day was two days away. Today, since it was nice out, we were going to the beach.
I use the term beach in the loosest of ways. Someone more worldly than I might picture white sands, rolling waves, turquoise waters, delicious salt air—something more like the hologram from my date message. Our “beach” had none of those things. It was a reservoir the government had put in for our entertainment. I smiled as we drove out to it with the windows down. Huh. I guess the government has done something for us.
Our beach was fairly empty that day, despite the warm weather. It was Friday, and everyone was working, which is why it was our day of choice for the visit. We practically had the place to ourselves. We trudged through the unnaturally yellow sand loaded down with gear for the day—chairs, a cooler, a blanket, towels, snacks, and of course my iArt.
The water was a dark brown color, nothing you could see more than a few inches to the bottom. But we still swam in it for some reason. We actually never questioned it. Seeing those pristine places on television or on my tablet didn’t make them real. This is what was real. This is the best we had, and it wasn’t all that bad, once you got past the smell of rotten eggs. Mom said that was the sulfur.
Anyway, it was too hot to be picky about the state of the water. After about an hour of sunning, we were all ready to cool off and went splashing in. Dad and I raced each other down to the nearest buoy and back while Mom played unbiased judge and declared me the winner. Dad didn’t accept that ruling, and eventually we digressed into splashing and general rough-housing.
By the time we all got out, we were starving and dug into our picnic lunch. The rest of the day was the same: lay in the sun, cool off in the water, have a snack, repeat. I made a sketch of my parents sitting in their beach chairs, facing the water, just barely touching fingers. I snapped a picture of them, too, just in case I wanted to go back and add color to it. It was a perfect image of a perfect day.
We stopped and picked up a pizza on the way home and devoured it as soon as we could set our things down. We were all too hungry to care about how smelly, sandy, and crusty we were. Once we were finished, though, and I tossed the pizza box out, we made B-lines for the showers to get cleaned up.
Alex came over that night, and we took advantage of our newly renovated basement. We played games into the early hours of the morning, Mom claiming the most victories. We were all shocked.
“Since when did you become such a gamer?” I asked.
“I think it was just beginner’s luck.”
Dad eyed her suspiciously. “Oh, really? Well, we’ll go again tomorrow and see who has beginner’s luck.”
“You’re on!” Her eyes gave nothing but innocence away, but I suspected there was more to it than she claimed, too. When we played the night after I’d gotten my date, she’d quietly watched, sizing us all up, apparently. I relished the thought that my own mother was a closet gamer.
When I went to bed that night, I pictured her down there playing and laughed out loud. I rolled over. “Who knew?” I said into the darkness.
 
The next day was movie day. We couldn’t agree on what to see, so we made it a double header. It was silly, really, because we could’ve all seen what we wanted, and still sat with each other, but Mom and Dad wanted a family experience. Despite the fact that we each wore individual viewing glasses, the theater still used stadium seating and everyone faced the same way, as if we were watching it on screen together. The audio was fed through a headphone attached to the glasses, and the movie appeared on the lenses for an up-close and personal feeling. That way, you could see what you wanted, when you wanted, but still get that group feeling. We didn’t go to the movies often because of the expense, so I was always entranced by whatever we saw. Dad’s action movie was up first, then Mom’s chick flick. I enjoyed them both.
Alex met up with us afterwards and had dinner and played more games with us. Once again, Mom trounced us all.
“Well, I’m pretty lucky at this, huh?” she said innocently.
Flabbergasted by her hidden talent, I could only repeat her last syllable. “Huh.”
Dad sat back heavily on the couch, bouncing me up out of my seat momentarily. I laughed, and he threw his arm around me. “I still think it’s a little more than luck.”
She scoffed. “Like what? You have this image of me down here playing for hours and becoming this amazing gaming wife?” She laughed, then her look turned mischievous. “Would you like that?” she asked him with a bit of romance in her eyes.
I extricated myself from the couch and Dad. “Okay, that’s enough of that. It’s late. I’m going to bed.” I kissed them both, and Alex followed me upstairs, leaving my parents to their own devices. I tried not to think too hard about what they were up to.
“So, what are you guys gonna do tomorrow?”
“Probably the same thing we do every staycation on the third day. Argue about what to do.”
He laughed. “Well, have fun with that. I’m off tomorrow if you guys want a fourth wheel.”
I walked him to the door. “Okay, sounds great! I’ll talk to you soon.”
He left, and I went upstairs. It was quiet up there, so I assumed my parents were still downstairs. Probably playing a racing death match, I assured myself.
 
The third day, we ended up staying home. We hung out together in the living room reading or watching TV or playing board games together, but we just relaxed. We ordered food in, stayed in our pajamas all day, and oddly didn’t end up arguing about what to do. It just sort of happened that way. No one felt like getting dressed, and the day unfolded from there. Alex came over and joined us for lunch, and it felt like a real family Sunday. I only thought about what we were missing out on with Joey once or twice.
 
The last day of our staycation had become my least favorite, yet somehow, it meant the most to me. This was the second staycation we’d observed the last-day ceremonies, or so we called them.
We packed a picnic lunch with jelly sandwiches for all—Joey’s favorite—and headed to the park. It was a beautiful day, cooler than it had been and sunny, with a slight breeze.
Setting up camp at the top of the hill, under the big oak tree like always, we dug into our sandwiches and snacks. Joey would’ve been about fourteen for this staycation. It was hard to imagine the kind of person he would be. What type of music would he like? What would he be thinking of doing with his life? Would he have a girlfriend? What would he even look like? He’d always looked a little more like Dad, with softer features like Mom. He had a gorgeous mop of black curls when he was little, and I wondered if they would bother him now.
After lunch, we each retrieved three candles from the picnic basket. They were birthday candles, you know, the kind that won’t blow out? Anyway, these were Joey’s favorites. I wondered if they still would be. Surely a fourteen-year-old wouldn’t care about stupid birthday candles anymore, would he?
As we sat in a circle with our candles, I supposed that was the point. We weren’t only mourning the loss of Joey at such a young age, we were mourning the loss of who he would’ve been.
We sat silently facing each other with our candles lit. Every once in a while, the breeze would blow out my candle, and it would relight. I smiled, hoping Joey was here with us, enjoying this moment.
When the last candle burned out, we packed up and headed home.



CHAPTER 9
 
THE REST OF the summer went by too quickly if you asked me. Before I knew it, I was heading back to school and facing down my art class again. I’d resolved to at least try to conform to Ms. Paige’s rules in Art. If I needed an outlet, I could always do a separate project no one ever saw. Art was too important to me to throw it all away.
I stood outside the art room door and took a deep breath, my hand on the door handle. The last words between me and Ms. Paige echoed in my head. You’re the disappointment. Not me. Harsh? Yes. True? Yes. All I had to do was be civil and try to get better grades in her class. If she wasn’t willing to see my efforts to conform, then I could make a change. For now, I was going to try.
I squared my shoulders and entered the room. Ms. Paige was writing on the board and turned to see me. Her expression changed from relaxation to shock and dread.
The chalk fell from her hand. She looked down and bent to pick it up. “Macey. I didn’t expect to see you here.”
Why? Because you thought I couldn’t stand up to you? You thought I wasn’t worth it? You thought your life would be easier if I stayed away? A million responses scrolled through my head like a ticker-tape parade. “Well, here I am.”
“Here you are.” It was barely audible as she stood up and went back to writing on the board.
I went to my seat and dove into my first day back in art class.
Instead of doing the normal first-day-of-school activities, we started our first project right away. Being an advanced art class, we all knew each other and what to expect from the class, so there was no need for that time-wasting introductory crap.
Ms. Paige explained she was very excited about the projects she had lined up for us this year and was starting us out slow to get back into the groove. It was supposed to be a simple charcoal sketch of anyone we wanted.
I thought hard about who I would do. The obvious choices were Alex (eh, too boring), my parents (too familiar), or a movie character (too easy). Then, I landed on Joey. Not the five-year-old Joey I knew and remembered so well. The fourteen-year-old I thought he might be. The idea intrigued me. It would be a study of growth, how the face thins out, and how the subject transitions from boy to man. I was excited about it! What could go wrong?
 
I spent the next week poring over my drawing of Joey, instead of thinking about what our family was facing—Mom’s date. I imagined the shape of his nose, how bushy his eyebrows might be, whether he would shave or have a beard. I wondered what type of man he would be, and how our family would be if we hadn’t been touched by the disease. Joey would surely be starting to assert his independence. Would we fight?
One night, I was sitting at the kitchen table working on the shape of Joey’s chin when Mom walked up behind me.
She tilted her head and smiled sadly. “That’s coming along nicely.”
“Ya think so? I’m not sure about the shape of his face. Dad’s face isn’t so angular.”
She sat down next to me, a mug of steaming coffee in hand. “Honey, I’d like to talk to you about my date.”
I hunched over my drawing, further scrutinizing it, and trying to block Mom out. I took a “maybe if I ignore it, it’ll go away” approach to her date. I rubbed furiously at the image with my eraser and brushed the dust away, but she grabbed my hand before I could get the spot clean.
“Macey.”
“Mom, I know. Dad had his not that long ago. You’ll go away for awhile, you’ll come back. No biggie.”
“It’s not the same, now that your date is scheduled.”
I looked at her, horrified. She put it out there like it was nothing, but I could see by the look in her eyes it was something.
“What do you remember about Dad’s date?”
“I don’t know. I was worried about him, but it turned out okay.”
“Well, maybe if you have a better idea of what to expect as a,” she hesitated, “left-behind family member, you won’t be worried.”
I scoffed. “Well, you won’t be as worried,” she corrected.
Just then Dad wandered in. “What are you ladies talking about?” He assessed our faces. “Oh. It looks serious.”
“Mom thinks we need to talk about her date.”
“She does, does she?” He grabbed a can of pop from the fridge and joined us at the table. “Well, she’s probably right. Being left behind can be a stressful time.” He reached across the table for Mom’s hand.
I looked back and forth between the two of them. Clearly, I wasn’t going to win this one. I put my pencil down a bit louder than I meant to and pushed the project out of my immediate reach. “Fine. Let’s get it over with.”
Mom took a breath. “Okay, well, I’ll plan to be gone for a week, but I should only be gone for four or five days if everything goes well. You’ll get to video chat with me the day I arrive, but then I won’t be able to talk to you again until they’re done.”
“I took two days last time, but it’s highly variable. Some people come out of it right away, others take a week or so,” Dad interjected.
“What if it’s longer than a week?” I asked.
Dad cleared his throat. “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.”
Mom quickly moved the conversation along. “After I’m allowed to make contact with you again, it’ll only be another day or two before I can come back home!” She sipped her coffee. “When I get back, I might be groggy, irritable, maybe a little manic, overly emotional, confused, forgetful, or any number of things that aren’t quite normal for me. But it’ll even out in the days that follow.”
I chuckled. “I don’t know about all of that not being normal.”
She swatted me. “Anyway! What questions do you have?”
“What exactly do they do during the testing?”
Mom didn’t answer, and Dad hesitated. “It’s different for everyone, and maybe a more appropriate conversation to have later, when you’re a little closer to your date.”
“Why? Shouldn’t I know so I can be prepared?”
“A perfectly valid argument for a later time.” He paused. “Anyway, it’s not overly constructive to speculate. They never do the same test twice on the same person, or so they say.”
“How long will it take for them to let us know if something happens?” There. Might as well have it out—the worst-case scenario.
Dad shifted in his seat. “Well, to be honest, that depends on how far into the testing she makes it, and what exactly happens.”
“So, basically, we worry for one to seven days during our radio silence.” They both just looked at me, knowing I didn’t need an answer. I pushed my chair away from the table. “This is ridiculous. How many years have they been looking for this magical cure? How many people is the disease actually killing anymore? Can’t they come up with a better way?”
Mom stood and folded me into her arms. “Macey, the bottom line is if my life could have saved Joey, I would give it in a heartbeat. And if my life saves your children from his fate, then it’s worth it.”
“Who says I’m having kids?”
She laughed, exasperated. “Fine, then if it saves your life, such as it is!”
Dad came over and embraced us both. “That may be your bottom line, but mine is that it’ll be okay.” He breathed deeply, taking both of us in. “Everything will be okay.”
 
I turned in my portrait of Joey the day before Mom was set to leave. I felt sort of emotional when I handed the project in—like I was saying goodbye to Joey and Mom in the same day. Of course, that was ridiculous. I’d said my goodbyes to Joey years ago, and Mom wasn’t going anywhere any time soon. She’d pull through, just like Dad.
That night, Dad made her favorite basil pesto chicken pizza for dinner. I tried not to think about what I might like to eat if this was my last meal. Of course, this wasn’t going to be Mom’s last meal. It wasn’t.
Mom and Dad sat across the table from me holding hands, staring at each other and absently over-chewing their food.
I decided to try to change focus. “I turned in my project today.”
“Oh?” The conversation reminded Mom to take another bite of pizza.
“Yeah. I was pretty happy with it.”
“That’s good.”
No use. I concentrated on eating my pizza and just being together as a family. Not even a whole family, since one member would forever be missing. We wouldn’t be subject to losing another, would we? Mom had to come through this. She just had to.
 
It was still dark out when I felt someone sit down on my bed. I rolled towards the figure, eyes closed, and she brushed the hair from my face. I smiled, knowing it was Mom.
“Is it time to go already?” I asked.
“Not quite. I wondered if you might want to go somewhere with me.”
My foggy mind couldn’t grasp what she was asking me. “What time is it?”
“Time for us to go do something fun.” She tossed the covers off me and grabbed my hand, hoisting me into a sitting position. “Come on, sleepy. Get dressed.”
I fumbled around in the dark and met her at the car a few minutes later. “Where’s Dad?”
“He’s sleeping. This is just for us.”
I wasn’t sure I liked where this was going…like she was trying to say goodbye to me or something.
As she drove into the darkness, I said, “You know Mom, you don’t have to do this. Everything will be okay.” Did I say that for her or me?
She reached over and patted my knee. “I know. I just thought this would be fun.”
“What exactly are we doing?”
“You’ll see.” I was sure if it was light enough I would’ve seen a twinkle in her eye.
We ended up at the park, where we had our picnic and lit candles for Joey. She parked and grabbed a blanket from the back seat. I sat in the car and tried to piece together why we were there.
She came around to my window and knocked on it. “Ya comin’?”
I unbuckled my seat belt and hopped out of the car in response. “Mom, why—”
She cut me off. “Keep up!”
We were high up on a hill when she finally reached her destination and spread out the blanket. She looked at me expectantly, like the gesture should’ve made this entire thing clear to me.
Exasperated, she said, “Come here!” She lay down on the blanket, looking up at the sky, and reached for me.
I lay down next to her and caught my breath. The sky twinkled with stars, and the moon was so bright I thought it must be casting our shadows on the blanket. Then I saw it. A falling star streaked across the sky.
“Make a wish,” Mom said.
I knew what my wish should be. That they find a cure and save millions of lives. But that wasn’t what I wished for. Save my mom.
 
She left in the morning without saying much. A black car showed up in our driveway. “Well, that’ll be them.”
Them, I thought, like it was a dirty word.
She hugged me for a long time, and I tried to memorize how warm it was, how I fit just right in her arms, how she smelled like jasmine, how her hair tickled my face. She pulled away and looked into my eyes without saying anything.
I let her and Dad have their moment and went out onto the porch to wait. A few minutes later, they came out.
“I’ll see you in a few days,” I said as she walked past me.
She turned and nodded. “A few days.”
She disappeared into that black car with its tinted windows. I couldn’t even see her waving, but I waved anyway. Dad put his arm around me and waved, too. We stood there waving until they turned the corner and took her from us.
 
I couldn’t concentrate in school that day. Every time I looked at the clock, I wondered what she was doing. Was she getting settled into a room? Were they going over what would happen tomorrow?
As I walked home, I realized I didn’t remember anything about being at school. Were there assignments I should do? It didn’t matter.
Dad came home early that night, and Alex came over to keep us company. We tried to busy ourselves playing games in the basement, but no one could concentrate, and without Mom, we couldn’t make any progress.
Then the call came through. We stopped playing immediately, all promptly died, and answered her call.
I got off the couch and sat Indian-style in middle of the floor, closer to the screen. “Hi, Mom!”
She smiled. “Hi, honey. How was school?”
“I don’t remember. How is it there?” I couldn’t really see much of her surroundings. It seemed very white all around her.
“Um, well, it’s very…sterile. It smells funny.”
Dad was tired of taking a back seat. “Hi there, beautiful. You look good.”
She gave him a half smile, not daring to demonstrate any sign of weakness but hinting at nerves all the same. “Thanks! I feel good.”
“What’s the schedule?” he asked.
“All I know is they’re coming to get me first thing tomorrow morning.”
“What did you get to eat?” I asked her.
“Oh, nothing, honey. They don’t let you eat anything the day before.”
“How horrible! Aren’t you starving?”
“I guess I haven’t really thought about it much.”
A beep followed by an automated woman’s voice sounded. “One minute remaining.”
“Oh right. I forgot the calls were timed.” I made no effort to hide my disgust.
“Well, then, I might spend all night talking to you and wouldn’t be well-rested for tomorrow. They want me in top physical condition.”
“Really, Mom? Will you sleep at all tonight?”
She smiled, but it wasn’t enough to hide the sadness in her eyes. “I will certainly try.”
“Thirty seconds remaining.”
“Okay, well, good luck, honey. I love you.” Dad had moved next to me without my noticing.
She touched the screen. “I love you both.”
The screen went dark. “Transmission terminated.”
A tear trickled down my cheek. “No way was that thirty seconds.”
Dad turned to me with open arms. I fell into them gratefully.
He stroked my hair while we stood in front of the black screen. “Now, we wait,” he said to no one in particular.
 
Three days. Next to what happened to Joey, they were three of the worst days of my life. Three days of complete silence. I couldn’t concentrate in school. By the third day, I stayed home so I could sit by the phone. Dad had been working from home the whole time so he could get the call.
In the afternoon, he caught me sitting at the kitchen table just staring at the glass. “Don’t you think it’s sort of like a watched pot?”
I didn’t answer. I assumed it was rhetorical.
He went to the fridge for a drink. “Seriously, Macey. Why don’t you go draw a picture or something?” I didn’t look up. “Surely it would pass the time faster than just staring at the table.”
“It’s been three days.”
“Has it? I wasn’t keeping track.”
I finally looked up at him. “Dad.”
He sat down across from me and popped his can of Mountain Dew open. “If anything had happened, we would know. They would tell us. No news is good news.” He patted my hand as he stood.
I turned back to the tabletop. “No news is good news.”
 
That night Dad popped his head in my room before he went to bed. “Still up?”
“Of course.”
He pushed the door open and sat on my bed. “Just because I came out of it in two days and your mom didn’t doesn’t mean anything, Macey. Not a darn thing.”
“How can you be so sure?” It wasn’t rhetorical. I needed an answer. I needed to know that she was okay. Our family was already broken forever. It wouldn’t be further damaged by the disease, would it?
He smiled in the darkness. “Because. We can’t live without her.”
Somehow, that wasn’t very comforting.
 
I stayed home from school again the next day, but I was not allowed to sit and mope. Dad told me if I was going to stay home, I had to “be productive.”
So, I set up my art supplies next to him in the living room and tried to work. Our latest assignment was to come up with a structural design for a 3-D image. Our final project would be to create the image and display it in a gallery at the end of the year.
But I couldn’t concentrate. All I could see was Mom’s face. Absently I started sketching the outlines of her face, rounded chin, almond eyes, nose—not button, but not pointy either. I was filling in her curls when the transmission came through.
The automated female voice I hated so much four days ago blared through our home. “Attention. Judy Holsinger calling in three…two…one…”
Mom’s face appeared on the wall. We both stood, sending the work in our laps crashing to the floor. “Mom!” I shouted and ran to her image.
I looked back at Dad, and he was still standing, smiling, relief painted all over his face.
“Hi, honey.” She was gaunt. Her skin was an odd shade of off-white, and her lips were cracked and looked as though they’d been bleeding. She had horrible purple bags under her eyes, and her cheekbones were sticking out. She looked like a prisoner of war or something.
“Jeeze, Mom, are you okay?”
“I look that good, huh?” Her voice was weak.
Dad moved closer to hear her better. “I think you look beautiful. A sight for sore eyes to be sure.”
“When are you coming home?” I asked, eager to have her away from the people who had done that to her.
“Tomorrow. I’ll be home tomorrow.” She said it as if realizing it for the first time. A small smile worked its way across her face and made her look a little better.
“One more day,” Dad said quietly.
I reached out and touched her face. “One day too long.”
 
Mom had the entire next week off work to recover, and it was a good thing, too. I stayed home from school again to welcome her home, but she went straight to bed and didn’t get up for two whole days. I kept checking on her and wanting her to eat, but Dad said to just let her sleep. On the third day she came downstairs in her pajamas, looking a little better. The bags under her eyes were smaller, and her skin was a healthier shade.
“So, what’d I miss?” she asked us.
Dad paused the movie we were watching. “You’re up!”
“Whatcha watchin’?”
“The latest version of Batman.” He took the blanket off the back of the couch and held it out to her. “Care to join?”
“Sure.”
She snuggled in next to Dad and promptly fell back to sleep. I looked at Dad, concerned, but he just smiled down at Mom.
 
It went like that for the entire week she was off work. The last day she was off was the first day she’d stayed up all day, mostly to see if she could. She was exhausted by the end and went to bed at 7 p.m., right after we’d finished dinner.
After she excused herself, I asked Dad, “Is she ready to go back to work?”
“Ready as she’ll ever be, I think.” He stood and took his dishes to the sink.
“Dad?” I paused, my question caught in my throat.
“Yeah?”
“What happened to her?”
He set his plate down and turned to me. I steeled myself for the response. Whatever happened to her would probably be happening to me in just over a year. Not to mention Alex. His date was before mine.
Dad sighed. “I think, when your mother is ready, she’ll tell you exactly what happened. Until then, it’s probably best to give her some space.”
“But—”
“No ‘buts’.”
“Well, what happened to you when you did it?”
“That’s irrelevant. It’s different for everyone. They’re trying to find a cure, so they change what they do each time until they find something that works, I suppose.”
“Is that why you came back in better shape than she did? I don’t remember you being so…affected.”
“Probably. I don’t know. All I know for sure is that your mother is alive and home. And that’s all I need to know.” He walked out of the kitchen, leaving me alone with my questions.



CHAPTER 10
 
THE FOLLOWING WEEKS offered no answers. Questions became my constant companions. What did they do to her? What would they do to me?
It was a known statistic that only one in four people survived or were completely unscathed by their dates. Both of my parents survived, with Alex and I left to endure our dates. That meant one of us wouldn’t make it.
One of us wouldn’t make it. The fact pounded in my head over and over again. I couldn’t eat, I couldn’t sleep, and I couldn’t be expected to concentrate in school. I did just enough to skirt by with my grades, but it wasn’t the standard I usually kept. I just couldn’t stay focused. I mean, what was the point if I was gonna die next year anyway? Next year… My own date screamed at me from a distance that was too close for comfort.
My parents were too preoccupied to notice any change in me. We were all working hard to help Mom get back to normal, and it was the perfect ruse for me to hide behind with my questions.
Don’t get me wrong, I was beyond relieved Mom had come through. And the more time that went by, the better she did. She wasn’t napping anymore and was going to bed later and later every night. But her survival meant the odds of mine were, well, they weren’t good.
The guilt overwhelmed me. What kind of daughter was I to think that way?
Eventually, Alex noticed something was bothering me. We were walking to my house from his latest construction site when he finally said something about it.
He reached up and pulled a leaf off the tree we were walking under. “Hey, is something bothering you?”
“Hmm?” I asked, slightly irritated to be brought away from my guilt and questions.
“What’s going on, Macey? Ever since your mom’s date you’ve become increasingly…” he paused and tossed the leaf.
“Increasingly what?” I snapped.
“Distracted, I guess.”
I stopped walking and turned to face him. Maybe he would have answers to some of my questions. Maybe he wouldn’t, and it would feel good to just air things out. Heck, it couldn’t make me feel worse, right? I took a deep breath. “Alex. Aren’t you worried about your date? It’s only a few months away.”
“Is it that soon? I’d lost track.”
I smacked him. “I’m being serious.”
He flashed his most comforting smile. “Are you thinking about the statistic?”
“Of course I’m thinking about the statistic!” Some birds suddenly flew out of the tree we were standing under. Apparently I startled them.
Alex put his hands on my shoulders. “I think you’re approaching this the wrong way, Mace. Both of my parents died from their dates, remember? So if you include them in our group of four instead of your parents, we’re shoe-ins!”
He was right. I hadn’t thought about it like that. How did you decide which four people were part of the statistic you were in?
He watched as I contemplated his theory. “How can you be sure?”
He turned into the wind, shutting his eyes and enjoying the warmth of the sun on his face. “Because, Macey. If I follow your train of thought, I’ll go crazy. And if you’re right, why spend my last days like that? And if I’m right, it doesn’t matter!”
A crushing thought hit me. He thought if I was right he would be the one to die, not me. Why would he think that? “Alex, there’s no guarantee it would be you and not me.” I said it so quietly that I wasn’t sure he even heard me. He didn’t turn back to me or even open his eyes.
“It won’t be you.” It was almost as quiet as my original statement.
“But—”
He cut me off. “It won’t.” He turned and looked straight into my eyes. “You are destined for something more.” Without another word, he walked away, leaving me alone under the tree.



CHAPTER 11
 
MY SEVENTEENTH BIRTHDAY barreled down on me like a freight train. It was the first year I wasn’t really excited about my birthday. Well, I suppose that isn’t entirely true. Last year was filled with nervous excitement. And my first birthday after Joey died was pretty sober. So, okay, I wasn’t thrilled, and I guess it wasn’t the first time, but still. It meant I only had a year left before my date, before my own potential demise. At my age, how was I supposed to accomplish everything I wanted in a year?
Despite everything that had happened in Art, I still wanted to be a famous artist. Even though I was marked for teaching as a result of my grades, the galleries called to me.
I hadn’t even thought about whether I wanted a family or not. I was supposed to have time to make those kinds of decisions. But that time was stolen from me by them.
Alex, ever the birthday planner extraordinaire, worked hard to make the best of the day. He tried to show me that his way was better. Enjoying what time you had left and all that sentimental garbage was more productive than railing against them, since that legitimately accomplished nothing.
Both of my parents had to work on my birthday, but I took the day off school, and Alex took me to the beach. He brought a picnic, and we spent the day lying in the sun and floating in the water.
On the drive back home, with skin at least a shade darker than it was when we got there, Alex was still brimming with excitement. “What’s going on? You look like a little kid at Christmas.”
“Wait ‘til you see what we have in store for dinner!”
 
When I walked into the kitchen they had a fine spread displayed on the table. My favorite—McDonalds—was ready and waiting to be enjoyed.
Mom and Dad both came and hugged me then ushered me to the table.
“Hurry up and eat it before it gets cold. It’s no good once that happens!” Mom said.
Dad harrumphed. “It’s no good when it’s warm either.” He slathered more ketchup onto his burger to “give it flavor.”
It was gone way too quickly, like most good things. But, to my surprise, they brought out my all-time favorite dessert—pudding cake. It had a layer of chocolate chip cookie on the bottom, with pudding, cream cheese and cool whip on top. Who wouldn’t like that? The cake had a candle jammed into the center that Alex almost blew out more than once singing “Happy Birthday” to me.
After cake, it was time for presents. Mom arranged a few packages in front of me at the table. “I’m sorry, honey, we didn’t get you anything like the iArt this year. But hopefully these will be good!”
“Mom, I’m sure they’ll be great!”
The first package had new canvas in it. Colored pencils, brushes, gum erasers, and charcoal followed.
Then Alex presented me with his gift. It was a big rectangle. He was bouncing around so much I could barely get it away from him. “So what is it, a canvas so I can do a giant portrait of you as a Greek god?”
He smacked me. “I can always take it back you know.” I tore open the paper as he said, “I’m sure someone else will appreciate a –”
“A signed Sammy Goldwater! Oh my God, Alex! It’s phenomenal!” I jumped up and tackled him with a hug. “I don’t know what to say! Where did you find it? How did you afford it?”
He laughed. “Lets keep an element of mystery shall we? I’m glad you like it.”
It was a landscape—a beautiful mountain in the distance with a stream running down the center and trees on either side. Rocks in the stream made the water dance and distort the mountain’s reflection. A cabin sat off to the left with a path leading to the front door. I ran my hands just above the surface of the paint.
“Do you think such a place really exists?”
Dad came to stand behind me and look at the painting. “I do. Otherwise, what are we fighting for?”
 
That night, I couldn’t help think about what Dad said. I propped the painting on the chest at the end of my bed so I could look at it. “What are we fighting for?” I said to the darkness. I clicked on my flashlight and shined it at the painting. The light was too harsh, and didn’t do the work justice, but still I loved it. Is that what we were fighting for? Love? Family? Life. The thought occurred to me, and I quickly shut off the flashlight, as if someone might hear it. We were fighting for our very lives. But who was the enemy?



CHAPTER 12
 
BEFORE I KNEW it, the end of the year was upon me, and my final project for the 3D gallery was due. The year had been such a blur with Mom’s date, and Alex’s just around the corner.
Despite all that, my grades in Art had improved. My future was looking a little brighter, despite the shadow my date was casting on it.
Alex and I spent my first evening of summer in the basement celebrating with some video games.
My car careened into a side barrier when I decided now was a good time to ask, “Alex, what are your plans?”
His bottom lip was between his teeth as he steered his car seamlessly past mine, beautifully executing the turn I tragically didn’t survive. “What?”
“Your plans? Ya know? After?”
“Oh, well, you know what they are. Just keep on doing what I’m doing and hopefully earning enough to pay for my tuition and rent.”
“Well, what if I could help you with that rent next year?”
He paused the game. “What?”
“Like move in together after graduation.” Then it started tumbling out faster than I could think. “I’ve applied for the academy here in town, and if I get in, we could live together and share expenses, ya know? It’d be better than living in the dorm with a bunch of strangers.”
“Yeah, but don’t you want to make friends? I’ve heard living in the dorm is the best way to do that.”
“You’re not.”
“Because I can’t afford to, Mace.”
I put my controller down. “Don’t you want to live with me?” The rare insecure side of me was showing, and I didn’t care much for how it looked.
He sighed. “Of course I want to live with you. I just want to make sure it’s the best thing for you.”
“Of course it’s the best thing for me!” I hopped up and embraced him. He tumbled over, laughing.
“It’s settled then. If I get into the academy, we’ll get a place together. It’ll be the best year ever.”
Things were really falling into place. And I just knew the gallery event would seal my spot at the academy.
 
That summer was supposed to be my first staycation, since my date was rapidly approaching. However, with the gallery event approaching, I requested my folks take off work and help me with that instead of our normal movie day/beach day/park routine.
So, they both took Thursday off to help us set up. Empty, the gallery looked more like a warehouse space. There weren’t too many windows, since natural light might have a negative impact on some of the pieces. The floor was just plain cement, and the walls were simple white. The lighting hung from tracks in the ceiling so you could move them accordingly to showcase certain pieces. It was a space made for displaying art.
I showed my parents to the space designated for me. I was so excited. It was a two-by-two square at the front where everyone would see it. It was the best location in the entire gallery. I held up my hands and did a turn in my spot. “Well, what do you think?”
They were both confused. “Um, it’s great, right?”
I stopped turning and let my hands fall so they slapped against my legs. “Of course it’s great! It’s better than great! It’s ideal! And when those academy folks see, well, they’ll be begging me to come to their school.”
“Well, let’s get to it, then!” Dad said, ever eager to get things done.
“Okay, Dad, get a ladder. Mom and I will get the stuff from the car.”
Setting up my 3D piece turned out to be an adventure for all of us. I’d never done something like that before, and there was more to it than even I expected. It was a matter of not only installing the software and getting the projection angle right, but also achieving an ideal lighting situation to maximize the piece. But Ms. Paige was there to guide us, and she proved surprisingly helpful. Despite what had happened between us last year, she gained a point or two in my book after her help.
Once all the elements were in place, I shooed Mom and Dad out for the final run-through. I wanted them to be surprised the night of the opening. I hadn’t told them anything about the project, so they had no idea what to expect.
When I was assured they were safely out of sight, I flipped the master switch, and Joey came to life in front of me. He was taller than me, and his wild curls seemed to blow in the wind, although the air was still in the gallery. His turquoise blue eyes were a dazzling introduction to the smile on his face. His expression said joy, mischief, and above all, love.
Dressed in a white button-down shirt that he left open and a white undershirt and jeans, he looked like a typical teenage boy. But he wasn’t typical. He was my brother, standing right in front of me with his whole life ahead of him.
I reached out and took a step towards him as Ms. Paige walked up behind me.
She cleared her throat, and I let my hand fall to my side. “I know we’ve had our differences, but I must tell you, this really is some of your best work, Macey. In fact, it’s some of the best work I’ve seen from anyone.”
I took out a picture of Joey I’d taken to carrying in my pocket. The same wild hair, the same sparkling blue eyes, the same mischievous smile stared back at me.
“It really could be him, don’t you think?”
She put a hand on my shoulder. “It is him, Macey.” Before I could respond, she walked away.
I stared at her as she went, perplexed. You think you know a person, I thought. I shook my head and turned back to Joey. I had too many other things to think about than Ms. Paige’s character. Tomorrow, Joey and I were going to change lives.
 
I spent Friday fussing over my piece. Several times, Ms. Paige came over and told me to stop messing with it, that it was perfect, but I couldn’t help it. I was so nervous I needed to stay busy.
At lunchtime, Mom and Dad took me out, taking care to meet me outside the gallery so as not to spoil the surprise.
“How’s it coming?” Dad asked before he shoveled some salad into his mouth.
“Good. Really good. I’m so nervous and excited!”
“What time should we pick you up?” The plan was for me to go back home before the opening so I could get cleaned up. Then we would all ride over together.
“Actually, I think I’m ready to go home when we’re done with lunch. If I fiddle with it any more, Ms. Paige might have my head.”
 
I took my time getting ready, since I had all afternoon. I took a nice long soak in the tub, took extra care shaving my legs, and when I was ready, had Mom help me with my hair and makeup. I was my own work of art by the time she was finished with me. My dark hair cascaded like a waterfall over my shoulders in perfectly formed curls. Mom bought me a beautiful comb for my hair with purple rhinestones. It added just the right amount of sparkle.
“And now, the piece de resistance!” Mom said as she grabbed the new dress she’d bought off the back of the bathroom door. It was a purple wraparound dress with just the slightest touch of shine.
I took it off the hanger and practically danced into it with excitement. “Careful now!” Mom scolded me with a smile. “Don’t rip it!”
I barely stood still enough for her to zip me up, and then I twirled in front of the mirror. The light bounced off it beautifully as it gathered around my legs.
“Mom! It’s just perfect!”
She clasped her hands in front of her face, hiding her smile. “No, you are perfect. You look absolutely breathtaking!”
I turned and jumped into her arms, and she laughed. “Tonight is gonna be perfect!”
She held me at arms length. “Lets go make your debut to the boys!”
I flounced downstairs with not nearly the grace that my outfit demanded, but I didn’t care. Tonight was going to be great!
The opening was at seven, and I needed to be there at six, so my parents treated me and Alex to a fancy dinner beforehand to “fortify me for the evening.” I filled up on delicious sushi, perfectly cooked steak on the hibachi, and a slice of chocolate cake for good measure. At precisely 5:45 Dad paid the bill, and we went to the gallery, just around the corner.
They pulled the car around front and let me out. I told them they could come in, but they didn’t want to spoil my big debut, so they said they’d kill some time and come in at seven. A small part of me hoped that would be okay. I wasn’t sure their reaction should be public, but as I watched them drive away, it was too late to do anything about it.
Ms. Paige met me at the door and let me in. “You look lovely.” She seemed kind of surprised, like she didn’t know I could clean up that well.
I let it pass. “Thanks,” I said as I walked to my station.
I started turning everything on, and before I knew it seven o’clock was upon me.
Ms. Paige stood in the center of the gallery. “Okay, everyone. It’s the moment you’ve been waiting for! I’m so proud of all of you! I think this is going to be a huge success! Good luck to you all!” She went to the door and opened it, letting the first patrons in.
The first people into the gallery were mostly parents, which wasn’t a surprise. When mine finally picked their way through the crowd over to my station, Dad was indignant.
“Good Lord. The people who were first must have gotten here at two. By the time we got in line we were at least five families deep!” He bent and planted a kiss on my cheek.
“It’s fine, Dad. Don’t worry about it.” Mom and Alex hugged me.
“So, let’s see what all the hub-bub is about,” Alex said.
I moved aside so they could see. Mom gasped, and her hand went to her chest. Dad reached out to support her, and Alex cleared his throat.
“So, this is Joey,” Alex said, two parts wonder and one part awkward in his voice.
“Honey, it’s…” Dad trailed off.
The people milling around us melted away as I waited what felt like eons for their reactions. It’s wonderful, stunning, so lifelike. Those were the words I felt it deserved.
“It’s…” Mom seemed stunned.
I smiled, my eyes darting from face to face as the gap between my unveiling and their reaction grew wider.
“It strikes a chord, that’s for sure,” Dad said.
“It’s great, don’t you think?” I walked over to my piece, looking into his eyes. “It looks just like he would.”
“That it does,” Dad said.
Mom stood rooted to her place. I thought I spied tears welling in her eyes. That wasn’t the response I was going for. Shock and awe, sure, but tears were taking it a bit far. I looked at Dad.
He put his arm around her and guided her away. “We’re just going to go get some air. It’s breathtaking, Macey. Congratulations.”
“But—” They turned and left me and Alex without another word.
“What did I do wrong?” I asked him, looking at Joey. “He’s so real-looking. I worked really hard on that.” The tears threatened my own eyes.
Alex came and stood next to me. “You didn’t do anything wrong. You brought your mother’s baby back to life. Nothing more, nothing less.”
I’d never thought about it that way. I just wanted to see him. I became so possessed by the desire to play it out—bring him to life, as Alex said—I didn’t think about how my parents might feel once they were face-to-face with him.
I moved towards the door in the direction my parents had gone. “I should—”
“No. Let them be for now. You have a show to be a part of. And they need a moment.”
 
The night went by in a blur of bodies accompanied by low murmurs of oohs and aahs. Alex hung around for the night, but I didn’t see my parents again. I felt bad about their reaction but not bad enough to regret doing it. As a piece of art, technically, it was good—very good. That it meant something to me only made it better.
I was sweeping around my station after the last person trickled out when Alex found something. “What’s this?”
He handed it to me. “Looks like a business card. Where was it?”
I was about to toss it in my sweeping pile when Alex said, “On your nameplate.”
I looked closer at it. It was plain white with a name on it—Oliver Baxter, printed in bold block letters. I turned it over. Nice work. Call me. 548-789-2302
“Oh, my God,” I said it quietly at first, then screamed while jumping and hugging Alex. “OH MY GOD!”
He jumped right along with me. “What? What’s going on?” he said through his laughter. “Who’s Oliver Baxter?”
I stopped jumping, breathless. “An artist. A big artist! A famous artist! He’s one of the youngest and most accomplished artists of our time! His stuff is stylistically a little different than mine, but still! And he wants me to call him!”
“What do you think he wants?” Alex asked as he took the card to examine it for himself.
“I have no idea. But I’m betting he’s not going out of his way to tell me I suck. Even if he just wants to give me tips, can you imagine? Getting tips from Oliver Baxter!”
He handed me the card back. “Pretty dreamy.”
I swatted at him and took one last look at Joey. “We did it,” I told him before I flipped the switch and he disappeared.
 
Alex hung back, claiming he was going to help put things away while I went out to the parking lot in search of my parents. My dad was leaning against the trunk of the car when I walked up.
“Hi,” I said.
“Hi.” He paused. “How did it go?”
“It went really well. I got Oliver Baxter’s card.”
“Wow. I don’t know who that is.”
“Listen, Dad. I—” He cut me off.
“Your mother’s waiting for you in the car.”
That sounded ominous. A lump of I wasn’t sure what gathered in my throat. Fear? Shame? Regret? I nodded and went to the passenger’s side, choking on my lump.
I took a breath and opened the door. I slid into the seat, not making eye contact with her. We sat in silence for a few moments. I stole a sideways glance at her just to make sure she noticed I was in the car. She stared straight ahead.
“Macey, I’m sorry,” she breathed.
I wasn’t sure I heard her right. “What?” What on Earth was she sorry for? I was the one who’d Frankensteined her youngest child.
“I’m sorry,” she repeated. “I wasn’t there for you on your big night.” She turned to me. “I didn’t get a chance to tell you how proud I am of you and how wonderful it was.”
The lump liquefied and turned to tears that streamed down my face. It was everything I’d been longing to hear. “I shouldn’t have blindsided you with it. I’m sorry for that.”
She reached across the center console and took me in her arms. Something stabbed me in the ribs, but I didn’t care. “Think of it this way,” she said. “It was so real, it sent me right into a tizzy. Good job!” She smiled and gave a small chuckle through her tears.
Dad appeared in her window, and Alex knocked on mine. “All ready?” His muffled voice came through the glass. We both took deep, snotty breaths.
“Ready,” we said together.
What a night! I thought as I watched the lights of the city fly past my window.



CHAPTER 13
 
THE NEXT DAY, I called Oliver Baxter first thing. I sat on the bed in my room opposite the screen, trying to collect myself before placing the call. Three deep breaths. In. Out. In. Out. In. Out.
Now, don’t be a coward. “Rosie, call Oliver Baxter.”
“One moment, please.”
I smoothed any wild hairs that were out of place, took one last deep breath and sat up straight.
His porcelain white face appeared in front of me. Dark eyes hid behind plastic-rimmed glasses and black hair. He tossed his head, briefly revealing his eyes. “This is Oliver.”
“Hi, Mr. Baxter. This is Macey Holsinger, from the art show last night?”
He mumbled to himself, his attention somewhere off-screen. I started to panic. He didn’t remember me. What had I done? I should never have called him.
“I’m sorry to have—”
He cut me off, like he hadn’t heard me talking. “Macey, I was very impressed by your work. I’d like you to apprentice for me. Let’s meet for lunch tomorrow and discuss it. Meet me at the Café Chance at 11.” Then he hung up.
I was speechless, anyway. Staring at a blank screen, my mouth started to get dry from hanging open. He wanted me to be his apprentice. And he wanted to meet with me. Which one was more momentous?
Suddenly, I found my feet and sprang up from the bed. “MOM!” I yelled, running to my door. I threw it open and ran out into the hall. “MOM!”
“What? For heaven’s sake, I’m in the kitchen.”
I ran down the hall and rounded the corner, crashing into the wall in the process. I nearly crashed into her when I arrived in a flurry of excitement. “MOM! Guess what?”
She put the dishrag down and planted her hands on the counter. “What?” she said, focused on me.
“Oliver Baxter wants to meet with me tomorrow!” I paused, letting that sink in. “AND he wants ME to be his apprentice!”
“Well, that’s—”
“Can you believe it? Oliver Baxter wants me!”
“Of course I can believe it dear, you’re very talented. Tomorrow’s the day we go to the park, don’t forget.”
I had forgotten. “Well, he wants to meet at 11. Can we do it after?”
“I don’t see why not.”
Dad walked in with the mail in his hands. “What’s all the commotion?”
“Oliver Baxter wants to meet with me tomorrow. He wants me to be his apprentice.” Each time I said it, it became a little more real.
Mom added, “We’ll go to the park in the afternoon. How does that sound?”
“Sounds great. Who’s Oliver Baxter?”
“DAD!” I couldn’t believe he didn’t know who Oliver Baxter was. “He’s only one of the greatest new artists in town. And he wants me to work with him! Imagine all the things I could learn! The connections I could make!” Then, the true gold hit me. “I wouldn’t have to be a teacher.” I said it just above a whisper, wanting to cherish the thought.
“Now, wait a second. Let’s not be too hasty. Teaching is a very respectable and stable vocation.” He put emphasis on stable. “There’s nothing wrong with being an art teacher.”
“No, but it’s not what I want. I want to be an artist, Dad. I want to create things, not be stuck in a classroom with a bunch of kids who may or may not share my passion.” He wouldn’t force me to say no, would he? This was the opportunity of a lifetime. I looked to Mom, pleading with her to toss me a life preserver.
“Let’s think about this logically for a second. Say you take this opportunity with Mr. Baxter,” Dad started to interject, but Mom held up her hand. “What if it doesn’t pan out? What if you don’t get as much out of it as you’d hoped? What if he’s difficult to work with? What will you do then? You won’t be able to get into school once you’ve turned down an acceptance. You’d be forced to take a manual labor job in the city, something that doesn’t require any kind of education, like what Alex does. Is that what you want?”
The thought hadn’t occurred to me. No, that wasn’t what I wanted. I wanted to be successful. “You guys always told me if I tried hard enough and put enough work into something, I would be successful. Does that not apply here?”
Mom and Dad shared a look. I had them, and I knew it. “Even if that worst-case scenario does play out, at least I’d have tried, right?”
Dad handed me an envelope. “Maybe it would be best if you knew all your options.”
I turned it over. It was from the academy. “What do you think?”
“We won’t know until you open it. If you didn’t get in, the decision is made, isn’t it?” Mom said.
If I didn’t get in. I hadn’t even considered that option. I took a breath and tore the envelope open.
 
Ms. Holsinger:
We are pleased to tell you of your probationary acceptance to Area 352’s Art Academy.
 
“Probationary acceptance? What is that?” Dad asked, coming around to read it over my shoulder.
“I’m not sure.” I kept reading.
 
The terms of your acceptance are as follows:
You must maintain a GPA of 3.5 or higher
You will report to your attending daily and check in at your dorm by 7 p.m. nightly. Questionable behavior is not tolerated.
All projects will be turned in on time. Late projects will result in immediate failure.
All projects will be completed within the guidelines of the project. Any deviances will not be tolerated.
Failure to comply with any of these conditions will result in immediate expulsion.
These terms are set forth due to your uneven record and will stand for your entire term at Area 352’s Art Academy.
Thank you for your interest in Area 352’s Art Academy.
Sincerely,
Winnefred Presterton
Dean, Mixed Media Art
Area 352 Art Academy
 
“Well. There you have it,” I said.
Mom came around to hug me. “That’s great news, honey!”
I puzzled at her. “I’m not sure I would call it great news.” I stared at the letter. “They’re basically saying I should be grateful they agreed to take such a loose cannon.”
“Now, now,” Dad said. “There’s no need to be insulted.”
“Dad, how could I not be insulted by this? The terms of my acceptance are conditional. If I don’t stay inside some pretty strict lines, I’m automatically expelled—and I’m supposed to be grateful? It’s an art academy! Deviances should be encouraged, not punished!”
I tore the letter in half. “I’m working for Oliver Baxter.” The two halves of the letter fell to the ground, and I walked away.
 
The next day, I was up with the sun. I had hours before I needed to be at the café, but I couldn’t sleep. I was too excited. I checked the charge on my iArt. He hadn’t asked me to bring it, but I thought it couldn’t hurt to be over-prepared.
I took my time getting showered and dressed. I picked out my nicest jeans and a button-down purple blouse.
At 10:30, I went downstairs, ready for my meeting. When I came around the corner, both of my parents looked up from what they were reading. I turned for them. “Well, how do I look?”
Mom stood and came to kiss me. “Dressed for success!”
Dad frowned. He didn’t agree with my risky decision and wasn’t hiding it well. He cleared his throat. “Well, good luck.”
I smiled at his effort. “Thanks. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
They let me take the car, a rarity in our house since I hardly ever went anywhere alone, and arrived at the café ten minutes early. Oliver was fifteen minutes late. It was a very long fifteen minutes. I passed the time fidgeting, smoothing my jeans, tucking my hair behind my ear, and doodling on my iArt.
I was beginning to think he wasn’t coming when he sat down at the table across from me in a heap. Maybe only five years my senior, he looked much more mature, like he’d lived a hard life. His hair was greasy and going in all directions, including in his face. His clothes hung on him and looked about two sizes too big. He took out a leather-bound book and a pen and began scribbling in it.
The waiter walked up to our table, and Mr. Baxter didn’t look up. “Cappuccino to go, please.”
To go? I guess it won’t be a long meeting. “Hi, Mr. Baxter.”
He kept scribbling. “Oliver, please. When can you start? Am I right in assuming you don’t graduate for another year?”
“Yes.”
“Would you be willing to come after school until then? Weekends maybe?”
I looked at his book, trying to get a peek at what was so captivating. “Um, probably one or the other but not both. My parents are pretty strict about my grades.”
Scribble, scribble. “Fine, fine.”
“Um, Mr…Oliver, there’s something you should know.”
He stopped scribbling and looked up. So, I thought, I can get his attention. “My date is the beginning of next summer.”
He chuckled. “No, you must be mistaken. You’re not even eighteen yet, are you? Listen, when you start we have a lot to do. I’m getting ready for a show next fall, so I’d like you to start right away. I only have two pieces totally finished and an entire space to fill. There’s a lot to do. Monday okay?”
“Monday’s fine. But I’m serious. My date is next summer. I’m the first of many whose dates were assigned for the year they turn eighteen.”
He studied me. “I see.”
Well, at least I knew he hadn’t selected me out of pity. They’d mentioned my name the day my date was announced as the first person.
“I suppose we better get as much done as we can before then, if I’m going to be without you for a week.”
He closed his book and stowed it in a pocket inside his oversized trench coat. Scooping his to-go cappuccino off the table, he said, “I trust you know where my studio is? I’ll see you Monday.”
Before I could answer, he walked away. I sat back in my chair, overwhelmed. Excitement and anxiety took turns dominating my thoughts. This was real. It was really happening. I was an official apprentice to a famous artist, and I was starting immediately. Cue anxiety. I was starting immediately. How on Earth would I juggle school and an apprenticeship? Did I even care about school now that I had this? Technically it didn’t matter what my grades were at this point, or if I even finished school. I had my path in front of me. If I failed, I’d have to get a labor job, which didn’t involve grades or reputations or anything. They just needed workers.
I considered the thought. If I quit school now, I could spend more time in Oliver’s studio. Oliver. He wanted me to call him Oliver!
I glanced at the time. 11:40. The whole meeting had taken about twenty minutes. Mom and Dad wouldn’t be happy about my quitting school. And I supposed if they put up that much of a fight, I would power through to keep them happy. It was one more year—a temporary obstacle to deal with. Nothing more. Then again, with my date so close, did I want to spend potentially the last year of my life doing something pointless just to keep my parents happy? I frowned at the thought as I gathered my things and walked to the car. Either way, one of us wouldn’t be pleased.
 
I took a breath and steeled myself against a worst-case scenario with my parents. If I had to finish school, I had to. Suck it up, I told myself.
I found them in the living room reading, right where I’d left them. “You guys haven’t moved much.”
Dad put the newspaper down. “How did it go?”
Mom closed her book and set it in her lap, focusing on me as I stood in the doorway. I felt like a child under their scrutiny. Heck, I was a child—their child.
I took a breath. “He wants me to start on Monday.”
“Wow! That’s great! Why so soon?” Mom asked.
“He has a show next fall he’s trying to get ready for, and he wants help.”
“How do you plan to balance that and school?” Leave it to Dad to cut to the quick.
I cleared my throat. “Well, I was thinking maybe I wouldn’t have to.”
Mom puzzled at me. “How so?”
“Well, if I…” I paused. There was no way to put it gently. “If I quit school, I could focus on this new career path.”
“Quit school?” Dad shouted. “That’s outrageous! Out of the question.”
“What your father means is maybe that’s not the best idea? What if this doesn’t pan out?”
“What if it doesn’t, Mom? Then having my degree won’t matter. I’ll end up working in the labor department, degree or not.”
“Everyone finishes school, Macey,” Dad said.
“Is that a reason to do it? To quote you, ‘if everyone jumped off the four-fifty-six bridge, would you?’”
He frowned. Mom interjected. “What he means is, the social stigmata you would most certainly have to deal with might be slightly counter-productive when your apprenticeship was over.”
“What do you mean?”
“Think about it, honey. Everything from renting your own space to getting shows lined up. Who will work with you if you don’t have a degree? Your father’s right. Everyone finishes school.”
“If everyone does, then will it even come up? Won’t they just assume I did?”
Mom nodded. “They might.”
“It’s an unnecessary risk.” Dad was on his feet, pacing the room.
“Maybe. Maybe not. What difference will it make if I don’t survive my date? Shouldn’t I spend what time I have left doing what I love?”
They both stared at me, open-mouthed. Dad stopped pacing, and Mom appeared frozen in time. I wondered if I went over and poked her if she would move.
I shrugged my shoulders. “What? It’s just as valid a possibility as not being successful is. Why shouldn’t we consider it?”
“Because it’s absolute hogwash!” Dad was getting loud, which meant my time for a productive discussion was limited.
“Now, Larry, she’s right. We should consider…” she paused and swallowed. “All the possibilities.” Dad slammed his mouth shut, clearly biting back his anger. “Macey, you’re nearly an adult, and facing decisions you shouldn’t have to face already. These are things your father and I didn’t have to deal with at your age. Whatever you decide, we will support you. However, please consider your actions carefully.” Dad started to speak, and Mom held up her hand. “That’s all we ask.”
“Of course.” I paused, trying to decide if the discussion was over, or if they wanted to hear me reason it out. By the look on Dad’s face, I figured I better exit stage left if I wanted to have any chance of getting what I wanted.
I turned to leave, but Mom stopped me. “Macey, one more thing.” I stopped and faced her. “What does Alex think of all this?”
Alex. What would he think? I couldn’t imagine after how hard he’d worked for everything he had he would be in support of leaving school. “I haven’t told him yet.”
“Hm,” Mom said. That was my cue that the discussion was over.
I high-tailed it to my room and shut the door. What if Mom was right? If I quit school and dedicated myself to this apprenticeship, and then no one wanted to work with me because I hadn’t finished, I’d be up a creek. I didn’t even really talk about it with Oliver. Would he want me to quit? Would he still want to work with someone without a degree? What could I honestly hope to get out of my last year that I couldn’t get from Oliver? Maybe I would have to talk to him about it. And Alex. What would he say?
I wasn’t sure how much time had passed when a soft knock came at my door. “Honey, it’s almost time to go to the park.”
How could I have forgotten that? “Uh, okay, Mom, just gimme a sec to get changed. I’ll be right there.”
I changed into some shorts and ran downstairs. The ride over to the park was quiet. I could tell Dad was still stewing, and Mom’s mind was somewhere else. Probably on the task at hand.
We found our spot under the oak tree and ate our late lunch in silence. When it was time, we formed the circle with our candles in hand and let them burn. Joey would be nearly fifteen by now. It was disturbing how time marched on without him. Would it do the same without me? Of course it would. That was a dumb question.
My candle was the last to burn out. When it did, a better question occurred to me. What would I do with the time I had left? Yet, although the question was better, the answer evaded me.
 
Monday, Oliver and I had failed to set a time for when I would come to his studio. I had one week of summer vacation left, so as soon as I got up, I headed over there, making one small detour.
Alex was busy looking over some plans when I walked up behind him. “Hey. Who’s in charge around here? This place is in shambles.”
He turned, smiling. “Hey yourself! How’d your meeting go?”
“Really well. I’m starting my apprenticeship today.”
“Today? Really? Wow!” He thought for a second. “Why so early? What are you gonna do when school starts?”
“I’m not sure. I’m thinking about quitting.”
“Why do it for a week then quit, Mace? That doesn’t make any sense.”
“Not the apprenticeship. School.”
He put the plans down on the folding table in front of him. “What? You can’t quit school. No one does that. How did that even occur to you?”
“I was just thinking that this apprenticeship will offer me more as far as my ultimate career goals than my senior classes will. Plus, with my date looming, why waste time, ya know?”
“And your senior year is a waste of time?”
“Yeah. I mean maybe. I don’t know.” I sputtered. Well, at least I wasn’t unclear on Alex’s stance.
He folded his arms across his chest and took an I-told-you-so stance. “So, you’ve thought this through.”
“Well, I just found all this out yesterday.”
“And what about the academy? What happened to that option? If you quit school you certainly can’t go there.”
“Um, yeah, I’m not going to the academy. They sent me a snotty letter, and I tore it up. I’m doing the apprenticeship, one way or another.”
He was obviously hurt I hadn’t told him any of this. “Well, that’s news to me!”
“Alex, all this happened over the course of like twenty-four hours. When would I have had time to tell you?”
“There’s such a thing as a phone, Mace! You don’t have to talk to me face-to-face all the time.”
I shook my head. “Okay, we’re venturing away from the main issue here. So if it were you, you wouldn’t quit school? You’d figure out a way to do both?”
“Isn’t that what I’m doing now?”
I stopped and thought about it. It was what he was doing. And that was right for him. Was it right for me? I wasn’t sure.
“Listen.” He put his hands on my shoulders so I couldn’t turn away from him. “I just don’t want you to wreck your life over some guy you just met.”
I chuckled. “You make it sound like he’s a boyfriend or something.”
“This is worse than just some stupid fling you might regret later. He holds your future in his hands. Think carefully about how you would want him to shape it.”
I walked to the studio with Alex’s words echoing in my head. I knew exactly how I wanted my future to be shaped, but I thought I was the one shaping it. I never thought about Oliver shaping it. But he was, wasn’t he? My future would look a lot different if he hadn’t left his card on my nameplate.
I got to the studio at 9, and it was locked. So I sat on the curb out front and waited. And waited. And waited. By noon I was getting hungry, so I got some lunch at the deli next door. As I ate my sandwich, I wondered if tearing up that letter from the academy was such a good idea.
Finally, around one, Oliver walked up. “Good, you’re here. We have a lot to do.”
“Yeah, I’ve been here since 9,” I said, maybe a little too sharply.
“Why on Earth would you get here at 9? I don’t ever get here before noon. And we work late. So, I guess it’ll be a long day for you.”
I sighed. “I guess so.” This wasn’t exactly how I wanted to start things. I took out my phone and sent Mom and Dad a message.
Oliver just got here. Gonna be late tonight. FYI
Then, I got to work.
 
Working for Oliver was interesting and difficult. He was scattered and expected me to know where things were and how to do what he asked without telling me. Some things I could glean for myself, like when he needed a certain supply. It might take me a few minutes, but I usually found it before too long. Others I wasn’t so sure about. Like when he asked me to “prep his station for the next day’s work.” How was I supposed to know what the next day’s work would be?
I stared at him, waiting for more information, but he’d already mentally moved on to the next task. He didn’t even notice me standing there. “What will you be doing tomorrow?”
My question startled him. “What? Oh, for heaven’s sake. Do I have to tell you everything?”
I threw up my arms. “In the beginning, yes!”
He smiled at me. “You’re right. I’ve gotten too caught up in my work. I will be doing a movement piece for the fall show.”
“Thank you. I will try to provide you with what you need.”
That night, I was sweeping up when he approached me. “Ready to go?”
I bent to sweep the dust into the pan. “Yup. I suppose so. What time is it?”
“Nine. I thought we’d leave a little early your first day. Give you a break.” I thought I detected a glint of mischief in his eye, but I couldn’t be sure.
“Hey, can I ask you something?”
He was walking me to the door. “Anything.”
“If I quit school this year to work with you, what would you think about that?”
He stopped midway to locking the door. “Quit school…” he paused. “What a remarkable idea. See, this is why I wanted you. You think outside the box.”
“Does that mean you support the idea?”
“Not necessarily. No one does that, Ms. Holsinger. I’m afraid you might be met with some…opposition. However, I’ve seen your records, and in light of your history, I’m not sure opposition bothers you much.”
“But you said it was a remarkable idea.”
“It is, remarkable as in different. I didn’t assign good or bad connotations to the word.”
He locked the door and turned to face me. “Whatever you decide, I will support you. If you want to continue school, as I’d assumed you would, you can work nights or weekends with me. If not, you can work full-time here. I can use the help. But don’t be surprised if I’m the only one who supports it, and I can only offer so much support down the line. I think you have a real future in this industry, but it won’t make a hell of a lot of difference if I’m the only one.” With that he walked away. No “goodbye”, no “see you tomorrow”, nothing.
I watched him go, pondering his advice. It sure was feeling like no one was supportive of this idea.
 
That night Mom and Dad were up when I got home.
“How was your first day, our big-shot apprentice?” Mom asked.
“It was hard. But I think it’ll be good, ya know?” I put my stuff on the bottom step and sat down on the couch next to Mom. “He’s difficult to work with, but likeable at the same time. Probably most artists are.”
Dad made a stifled choking sound. “I know one who is.”
I threw a pillow at him.
“What did Oliver think about you quitting school?” Mom was the brave one broaching the subject.
“He was…” I stopped and thought for a second. “Hey, how did you know I would even talk to him about it?”
She smiled deviously at me. “Macey, please. I’m your mother. What did he say?”
I shook my head. “He was fairly noncommittal about it, but warned me that though he would support me with whatever decision, he might be the only one in the industry that would do so, and then where would I be?”
“Hm. What did you think about that?”
Dad was quiet, but he was watching me intently, willing me to make the “right” decision. At least the one he thought was right.
I sighed. “I don’t know. No one seems to think this is a good idea except me.”
“Maybe that’s a good indication it’s not such a good idea.” Dad couldn’t help himself.
“Dad. Please.”
He frowned but didn’t say anything else. “I just can’t see spending the last year of my life busting my butt for something that won’t pay off in the end. I’d rather do something I love.”
“First of all, it’s not going to be ‘the last year of your life.’ Stop being so dramatic. You’re young and hearty. I’m sure you’ll be fine.” She gestured towards Dad. “It’s us older folks that have to worry about it.
“Second, according to Oliver, it will pay off. Sounded to me like he kind of thought you needed your degree to be respected among your fellow artists.”
I sighed. I was defeated. I had a long year of hard work ahead of me, no two ways around it. “You’re right. I’ll finish school and work for Oliver after school. I’m gonna be exhausted.”
Dad stood up and came over to clap me on the back. “Well, then, you better get rested up now.”
I stood up, and he embraced me. “You’re doing the right thing, Macey.”
“I know you think so, Dad. That wasn’t a mystery.”
He straightened, as if he thought he’d hid it better. “Well!”
I smiled and kissed him on the cheek, then kissed Mom and bid them both goodnight.
In bed, I stared at the ceiling, wondering when I would get to do things that were right for me. Just me. Not everyone else. I hoped that day would come soon.



CHAPTER 14
 
SCHOOL STARTED, AND I was more right than I wanted to be. I was so busy I didn’t have time to be tired. The first weeks of my senior year were already demanding, with laying out all of our senior exit projects in the various classes. Oliver’s show quickly approached, and before I knew it, Alex’s date was upon me.
A week before, I stopped by the site after school. The building was coming along nicely, and I had to go inside to find him.
It was very sterile in its unfinished state. My footsteps echoed off the concrete floors and walls. By the look of the huge glass windows, elevator slots, and makings of a lobby, I assumed it would be some sort of office building. I found Alex working to install some light fixtures.
“Hey, stranger.”
“Hey! Jeeze, Mace, long time no see! What the heck?” He wiped his hands on his jeans before climbing down the ladder.
“I know, I’m sorry. I’ve been a little overwhelmed with everything lately. I was hoping you’d be able to have dinner with me tonight?”
“Sure! Name the time and place!”
I shifted. “You’ll have to get take-out and meet me at the studio.” I felt bad asking him to bring the food, but it was the only way I was going to get to see him.
He didn’t miss a beat. “Sounds great!”
I let out the breath I’d been holding. “Wonderful! I’ll see you around seven then!”
“Perfect!” I handed him some money. He immediately tried to give it back to me. “No, Alex. Could you get an extra one for Oliver? He’s not picky, but if you show up with dinner for just the two of us it might be awkward.”
“Oh, sure.” I smiled. Alex was always willing to roll with the punches. What would I do without him if he didn’t make it? I shook my head. He would make it.
“What?” he asked, seeing me shake my head.
“Nothing. I’ll see you tonight.”
“Can’t wait!” he called after me.
 
That night he knocked on the studio door promptly at 7. Oliver didn’t even acknowledge the sound. Sometimes I wondered how he functioned before I came to work for him.
“Hey, Alex!”
He held up the bags of food. “I come bearing sustenance!”
“You’re amazing.” I directed him towards a semi-clean area of the studio and sat down Indian-style on the floor. I spread out my arms. “Here, okay?”
He shrugged. “Whatever!”
“Oliver,” I called. “My friend Alex brought some dinner if you’re interested.”
“Mm,” was his response.
Alex looked quizzically at me. I shrugged. “He’ll come over if he wants it.”
“So, what are you guys working so hard on?”
I dug into the boxes of fried food hungrily as I described the fall show. It was unlike anything I’d ever done before. Oliver did all the real work, but I kept him organized and on track, letting him know where he was with each piece, how close he was to completion on them, how many more he needed for the show, how much time he had left, kept him stocked with supplies to finish the job, and prepped everything so he didn’t have to waste time doing things like stretching canvas and washing brushes.
Before I knew it, we’d blown through the food, and Oliver never came over. Nor did I get to ask Alex about what he’d been up to.
In an effort to keep him there, I asked, “Do you want a tour?”
“Sure!” Alex was always interested in buildings and their layouts, so I knew he’d be game.
I showed him where I’d reorganized all the supplies so I could keep better track of what Oliver had and what he needed. I showed him my workstation where I could order supplies, keep track of Oliver’s schedule, and basically keep him on task. I showed Alex a few of Oliver’s pieces, but left most covered. Something had to be left to the imagination, after all.
Then, I walked to where Oliver was working. “Oliver, this is my best friend Alex.”
“Mm.”
Alex looked sideways at me. “Is that all he says?” he whispered.
I smiled. “No. He’s busy. I just wanted you to meet him.”
“Okay, well, nice to meet you, I guess.”
“Mm,” Oliver said.
When the tour was over, I couldn’t think of anything else to delay him, and I had work to do. I was already going to have to stay late to get it all done. I didn’t want to say goodbye, though. Our time felt so limited.
My eyes darted around the studio looking for an excuse for him to stay. “If you want, I could hang out and walk home with you.”
“Really? That would be great!”
“I mean, if it’s okay with Oliver.”
“Mm,” he said.
While I worked at organizing and cleaning, Alex told me about how the building was going, and how his design classes were coming. He was particularly excited about a new structural design class and the science behind it. He started explaining about load-bearing walls when Oliver came over.
“Okay, time to go.” He noticed Alex. “Who are you?”
I laughed. Alex seemed perplexed. “Oliver, this is my friend Alex. He brought dinner.”
“Oh. Pleasure.” His words revealed no emotion towards Alex.
Alex didn’t know what to do with Oliver. “Uh, yeah. Good to meet you.” He stuck out his hand, but Oliver had already turned away and didn’t see the gesture.
Alex gave me an are-you-serious look, and I waved it away, shaking my head. “Okay, let’s go.”
Oliver and I parted ways like we always do, without any kind of closure what so ever. He just locked the door and walked away.
Alex chuckled. “Odd sort of fellow isn’t he?”
“Very. But he’s likeable once you get to know him.”
“That’s good. So what are you working on for yourself?”
I couldn’t put it off any longer. The thoughts of his date had been gathering in my mind all day, and came spilling out all at once. “Alex. Are you scared?”
He knew immediately what I was asking, but his answer caught me off guard. “Yes.” It was so quiet I wasn’t sure I heard it right.
“What?”
“I’m scared, Mace.” His eyes confirmed it. I panicked a little. My rock, the person I turned to with everything, the one who always had an answer, a solution, the stable half of this friendship, was scared.
“You are?” I couldn’t hide the alarm in my voice.
He rounded on me. “Of course I am!” It echoed in the night.
I hugged him. It was weird because usually it was him hugging me. He was bigger than me, and I just fit in his arms better than he fit in mine. “It’ll be okay, don’t you think?”
“I’m not sure. Hence my fear.” He leaned into me. “I just. I’m not sure what to be more afraid of. Living, or dying.”
I pulled away. “What do you mean?”
“If I die, what will you do? All I want is for you to be happy, Macey. If something happens to me, please try to remember that.”
“Alex, you’re not going to die.”
“If I live, your chances of dying go up. And you’re all the family I have left. What would I do without you?”
I didn’t know what to say. Suddenly, I was very aware that we were standing on the sidewalk out in the open. I felt exposed.
I shook my head to clear it. “Why are those our only two options? A statistic is merely an average, right? Some people’s whole family survives, and others, well don’t. You’ve already lost both of your parents, and we lost Joey. Who’s to say we won’t both make it and have each other to annoy at least until the next date?” It never occurred to anyone that their next date wouldn’t happen—that they might find a cure before then.
I took his hand, and we started towards my house again. I swung our hands between us. “Besides. You can’t just check out that easily. I need you!” It was meant to be light-hearted.
Alex looked into the dark. “That’s what I’m afraid of,” he said quietly.
 
 
 
 
 
 



CHAPTER 15
 
WE SPENT EVERY night that week the same way. Alex came to the studio after work with dinner, and we walked home together. Saturday we spent the whole day together, and Sunday I had some special things planned.
All day we sat in the basement eating junk food and playing games. At dinner, my folks had prepared his favorite meal: grilled ribs, fried potatoes, and corn, with French silk pie for dessert.
At dusk I drove him to the park. I sat him under the oak tree with the sun setting in the background and the clouds whispering above us. Then, I started to draw. Not with my iArt, but with plain old pencil and paper. Some things just need to be done the old way. My only regret was not being able to capture the color. The oranges of the sky contrasted with the green of the hillside and the oak beautifully. I shrugged. It wasn’t about the color, though. It was about Alex.
He sat with his back against the oak, one leg stretched out in front of him, the other, bent arm draped across it, wind tousling his hair. The only thing that would’ve made it better was if I was sitting next to him.
As the light faded, I finished up, quite pleased with the sketch. I’d captured him. No matter what, I would have this moment forever.
“Well, let’s see it,” he said, and snatched it from me. “I suppose it’s a faint likeness.” He smiled and handed it back to me.
“Yes well, there’s only so much you can do with some subjects.”
He shoved me as we walked back to the car, and we laughed. Everything was perfect. It was too bad we needed something like tomorrow to make it so.
 
That night we watched three of his favorite movies, Back to the Future, the most recent remake of Star Trek—which I had to admit wasn’t too terrible—and a new movie Apocalypse. The content of that one was fairly self-explanatory. No chick flicks for us.
By the time Apocalypse was over, it was 3 a.m. We snuggled down into our sleeping bags but didn’t sleep. He stretched out his hand in the dark, and I reciprocated so we were barely touching. My rock was still there.
My eyes were open, but there wasn’t anything to see in the darkness of the basement. I could hear Alex breathing and listened to my own nose whistling with every breath. Tomorrow my best friend would be taken away. But he would come back. Just like Mom did. Just like Dad did. He would.
“Macey?” Though it was just above a whisper, the sound cut through the darkness rather sharply and startled me. Then I got the giggles.
He slapped at me in the darkness but couldn’t find me. By then, all-out laughing had claimed me.
“Macey!” he said sternly.
Some deep breaths helped me gain my composure. “For heaven’s sake, what?”
“It’s going to be okay.”
I smiled into the darkness and searched for his hand. Taking hold, I said, “Yup. I know.”
He drifted off to sleep soon after, but I couldn’t get there. I was too afraid to squander these moments. I held his hand, concentrated on its warmth, its weight, its very being.
“It’s going to be okay,” I commanded the night, daring it to defy me.



CHAPTER 16
 
THE NEXT MORNING they took him away. They came in their black cars and black suits and tucked my rock into the back seat and drove off like he was nothing. I watched him go, too stunned to cry or even wave.
My dad’s hand landed on my shoulder, startling me. I exhaled loudly. “Well, that’s that, I guess.”
Mom and Dad shared a look over my head, but I didn’t pay much attention. I felt like I was in a fog without him. Everything was soupy and too difficult to concentrate on.
I wanted to stay home from school all week, so I could be there for his call, but Mom and Dad wanted me to go that first day, since he wouldn’t call until that night. They argued that way I could get my work for the week and then wait for his call for the rest of the week. I didn’t consider it a fair compromise, but it was a compromise, so I agreed.
However, it was one of those days where you get to the end of it and don’t remember how you got there. All I could think about all day was getting home and answering his call. I tried to remind myself that even if I was home, he wouldn’t call until tonight. It wasn’t like I was missing it just being away from home. It was cold comfort.
For the first time in weeks I went straight home after school. I told Oliver I wouldn’t be working in the studio all week. He, of course, pitched a fit. He threw paint brushes, stabbed a hole in a canvas I had just gotten for him, and for good measure, painted a red ‘A’ on the keyboard at my station, since he felt like I was cheating on him for having a life outside his studio. It was all very dramatic, and I just smiled and shook my head. I explained I’d be back to work as soon as Alex came home, that I was his next of kin and I had to be there for him. I knew Oliver would give me the cold shoulder for a few days when I went back to work, but it would be okay. Anyway, it wasn’t my concern at the moment. My concern was Alex.
At 6:15 p.m. the call came in. I was absently pushing green beans around my plate when it rang through.
Just like Mom, he was surrounded by white. He looked good, though, a stark contrast with his tanned skin and golden hair. “Hey guys! Whatcha eatin’?”
I looked down at my plate, not sure what we were eating, even though I’d been eating it for the last twenty minutes. “Fish and green beans.”
“Sounds great! Wish I was there eating it with you!”
“Me, too.” Dad reached out and put his hand over mine.
Mom broke the tension. “How are you finding it, Alex? My room was cold but had all the basic comforts.”
“Yeah, ‘bout the same for me. They’ve left me alone for the most part so far, so I’m glad for that.”
“Oh, that’s good. I’m sure they’ll tell you where to go and what to do tomorrow.”
“Oh, I’m sure,” he said, half under his breath. He shook his head, as if shaking the bad feeling off. “So, what are you gonna do tomorrow, Mace?”
“Oh, stay around, maybe work on some sketches.” I didn’t want him thinking I was just waiting by the phone, but I also wanted him to know I would be here when he was ready.
“Well, don’t spend too much time waiting by the phone. You know how I feel about you wasting your life waiting for boys to call.” He winked at me.
“Yeah, well, don’t keep me waiting.”
The tell-tale beep and that horrible woman’s voice sounded. “One minute remaining.”
“I hate her,” I said.
“She’s not so bad, once you get to know her.” He smiled mischievously at me.
“Okay, well, good luck tomorrow! Call me!” I said in my best desperate-girl voice.
“If I feel like it.”
I stopped myself from reaching out for his image. “Don’t die, okay?”
“I’ll see what I can do. I’ll talk to you soon!”
The screen went blank before I could say goodbye. “Bye.” I whispered to the dark screen.
Mom turned and smiled sadly at me. “He heard you. I’m sure.”
 
That night, he haunted me. I dreamed of hide-and-go-seek in the backyard. I dreamed of movies and popcorn fights. Then, I dreamed…
It was dark. And empty. And cold. It was supposed to be warm, and loud, and a little gross. Joey was always covered in something and trying to wipe it on me. But not now.
His room was nothing but a shell. They’d taken everything. All the drawings, the bed, his cowboy sheets, his toy box, and his favorite stuffed rabbit.
I sat with my eyes closed, Indian-style in the center of the room, trying to imagine his things in each corner, willing him to appear.
I didn’t know when Alex sat down next to me, but when I opened my eyes he was there. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. He just sat with me.
Eventually, I lay down, and he lay down beside me. The floor was hard, but I didn’t feel it.
Then we were suddenly on the front porch sitting on the step. I was supposed to be going to school. It was the farthest I’d gotten all week. I’d made it to the front step. Alex sat quietly beside me. Joey and I usually met Alex at the corner and walked to school together. A defiant tear escaped my eye and raced down my cheek before I could brush it away. How was I supposed to make the journey alone?
Alex took my hand and squeezed it. “You’re not alone,” he said.
Then, Alex was walking me to class, shielding me from all the well-wishers and sympathetic stares. Then, he was watching me put brush to canvas again for the first time since…and then, it happened.
It was stupid, really. Mom and Dad let us go to lunch. It was special because we weren’t usually allowed to do stuff like that by ourselves. “You’re too young,” they said. Now we were old enough, apparently. Alex and I weren’t asking questions.
We picked the local sandwich spot, Joe’s. I ordered my usual Caesar salad, and then Alex stepped up to the register to order.
“I’ll have a tacon burkey sandwich, please.” He paused. “I mean…what?”
And that did it. For the first time in months, I laughed. Not just a chuckle or a snicker but a full-on laugh. It wasn’t delicate or musical like some women’s laughs are described in books. It was loud and full-bellied, and people stared. I didn’t care, though. It felt good, and once I started, I couldn’t stop.
 
The dream faded, and when I opened my eyes, it was still dark out. Six o’clock glared at me in red from the clock on my nightstand. The memories that had morphed into dreams still swam in my head. I felt heavy with them. The clock ticked 6:01.
It’s gonna be a long day, I thought as I tossed the covers aside and heaved myself out of bed.
I was showered, dressed and downstairs having breakfast by 6:45. Dad came down at seven.
“You’re up early,” he said as he poured himself a cup of coffee.
“Yeah well, couldn’t sleep. Figured I might as well get up.”
“They’re not going to call this early, you know. They probably haven’t even started yet.”
“I know.” I did know, I just wanted to be ready.
“So, what are you going to do with your day, now that you have so much of it ahead of you?”
“I don’t know. Maybe work on some sketches, probably watch a movie. Maybe I can get Mom to play some games with me.” Mom had decided to stay home with me for the week, so I wasn’t alone when the call came through.
“Ha, good luck beating her.”
He grabbed a mini-donut off my plate and leaned in to kiss me. “Hey!” I yelled as he took a bite.
“Mmm. Those are good.” He waved it at me. “Have a good day!” he called as he left.
I shook my head and got up to replace my stolen donut.
 
The entire day dragged. I’d never been so efficient with my tasks before. I finished two drawings by lunch, and by dinner I’d watched a movie and been trounced by Mom at our racing game six times.
Dad talked about his day and the latest news over our meal, but I didn’t really hear. I kept glancing at the table, waiting for the call to come through.
Finally, Mom interrupted my thoughts. “Honey, you don’t really want them to call this soon. If they do, it usually means something went wrong. No one comes out this soon unless something happened. Give it a couple days.”
I sighed. “I know. I just…” I paused. What did I just? I just wanted him to be okay. I just wanted him home. I just didn’t want him to have to go through the stupid testing at all. I balled my fist around my napkin, reducing it to a worthless remnant of paper.
Mom covered my hand with hers. “I know.”
I relaxed and released my shriveled napkin. I stared at it and couldn’t help feeling much like it. Wrung out and battered.
I took a breath and steeled myself. He’ll be home soon, and everything will go back to normal. It will be okay.
 
The next day passed much like the previous, except slower, if possible. I’d finished the sketches I was working on and couldn’t find inspiration to start a new one. So I ended up just staring at the blank page.
That afternoon my mom was reading on the couch next to me while I tried to act like I was busy, when the call came through. It was her.
“Macey Holsinger, you are hereby notified that Alex Bowman has not survived. Our condolences to you and your family. End transmission.”
Silence. The blank page I was holding drifted to the floor. Back and forth it floated, until it landed softly at my feet.
Mom was there in an instant. I perceived her presence. I saw her mouth moving. I saw her touch me, try to embrace me. But all I could hear was a loud ringing sound. Like a train blowing its horn as it flew through the station. I stared blankly at her and lay on my side, pulling my knees to my chest. I let the blaring horn engulf me, and there I stayed.
 
Mom covered me in a blanket and sat on the floor near my head until Dad came home. She stroked my hair and spoke softly to me, but I didn’t hear. Her words couldn’t penetrate the sound of my world caving in around me.
When Dad saw us he knew. They spoke, but it didn’t sound like words to me. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered anymore.
 
I didn’t know how much time had passed when my Dad knelt down in front of me. Time was irrelevant.
“Macey. I think you should get up. It’s been a week.”
Well, there you had it. It had been a week.
I started to roll over and face the back of the couch, but he grabbed my shoulder. “Oh no you don’t. It’s time to get up. You can do it on your own, or I will do it for you.”
I looked up at him, willing my bottom lip to remain stationary.
“You decide.”
A small part of me wanted to be strong enough, to be the person Dad thought I was. But I couldn’t find her through the grief. It suffocated her, and every other part of me. A tear found its way to the fabric of the couch.
“Okay. We’ll do it the hard way.” He picked me up roughly, but I didn’t struggle.
Mom was waiting for me in the bathroom.
“Where do you want her?” he asked.
She gestured to the toilet seat. “Here’s fine.”
He sat me down and turned to go. “Good luck.” It was meant for Mom, not me. What did I need luck for? Everything that mattered was gone. Snuffed out like Joey’s candles on the hill.
The tears flowed freely while Mom turned on the tub. She turned to me, and we looked at each other for a moment. She didn’t try to talk to me. I didn’t try to talk to her either. As a matter of fact, I hadn’t spoken since we got the call. I almost couldn’t remember what my voice sounded like. The thought made me want to test it. But I didn’t. That required too much energy.
Mom silently undressed me and lifted me into the tub. She washed my hair and body, letting the warm water run over my skin, washing the week’s worth of couch-surfing off. But it didn’t wash away the pain like I needed it to.
I snatched the sponge from her and started furiously going over my body. The tears flowed freely while I scrubbed, removing layer after layer of skin on my arms, legs, stomach, anything I could reach. When my body was flaming red, Mom touched my shoulder.
“Macey.” One word.
I collapsed in shuddering sobs. “Mom,” I cried.
She folded me into her arms. “I know.”
The water was cold by the time I stopped. Not because I felt better, but because my tears had run dry. Mom let go of me, and she looked like a mess, a mess I’d made. She was soaked, from holding my wet body or letting me cry all over her, I wasn’t sure which.
She turned to get the towel and held it out, an offering of sorts. I frowned and stood, seizing the small amount of resolve that had bubbled up from who knows where. I grabbed the towel and wrapped myself in it, nodding in thanks to Mom. She offered a small smile in return. I wasn’t ready for that. I turned away, securing the towel around me.
She slid the stool out from the closet and sat on the edge of the tub, brush in hand. I sat on the stool, and she brushed out the snarls that had made a rather impressive mess of my hair.
We faced the mirror, and I looked at my new self, this version of me without my rock. She was unrecognizable. Instead of a beautiful, bright violet, her eyes were dark. Their muddy color was accentuated by the blackness residing in the bags under them. Her once-beautiful dark hair was piled in a tangled mess on top of her head. Even her skin was a sickly yellow shade, instead of the flawless shade of porcelain it once was.
Mom worked at the mess that was the new me relentlessly. I just stared blankly ahead, not seeing the girl in front of me. I simply sat, breathing. Nothing more, nothing less.
Dad knocked on the door. “Dinner’s about ready.”
“Okay. We need a few more minutes in here,” Mom answered.
“I’ll keep it warm.”
It wasn’t long after that when she finally ran a comb through my hair without snagging it on anything. She smiled at her work. “There,” she said, satisfied. She stood and left the bathroom for a minute, leaving me alone with the girl in the mirror. At least her hair looked better.
Mom came back with some jeans and a sweatshirt. She laid them on the vanity and looked at me, giving me a moment to respond.
I stood and dressed myself. Apparently I could do that much at least, but once I was done, I didn’t know what to do. The tears threatened again.
Mom was quick to try to rescue me. “We’re just going to go downstairs and eat.”
I shook my head.
“Yes. That is what’s happening now. You haven’t eaten much in the last few days. A good meal might help you feel better. If it doesn’t, I was wrong, and I won’t make you do it again until you’re ready, okay?”
She drove a hard bargain. I turned my eyes to the floor and watched as my traitorous feet led me to the dinner table.
 
It was a quiet affair. They didn’t try to engage me, although Dad watched me closely. Mom chatted lightly about some show she’d been watching. I wasn’t paying close attention. I was staring at my plate and trying to summon the effort to grasp the fork, not because I wanted to eat, but because I wanted this to be over so I could get in bed.
“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” Dad yelled.
“Lawrence.” It was stern. A warning.
I wasn’t sure if I was more startled by Dad’s outburst or Mom’s tone. It didn’t matter. The jolt resulted in my hand wrapped around the fork. I could feel their eyes boring into me. Quickly I scooped some food onto it and jammed it into my mouth. There. I put the fork back on the plate and folded my hands in my lap, slowly chewing whatever was in my mouth. It had no taste, at least not for me. Maybe this new girl couldn’t taste.
When I returned my thoughts to the table, I realized the conversation was going again, dominated by Mom of course. The food in my mouth rolled around, and I wasn’t able to make it go down. I imagined it holding on to my tongue, sort of like that fish from that old cartoon. What was the name of it? Finding Nemo, maybe. When they get swallowed by a whale.
I coughed a little, but it didn’t help. The food seemed to grow in size, taking up my whole mouth. Had I taken that big of a bite? My mouth was dry. I reached for my drink, hoping to wash the food monster down. I inhaled just at the wrong moment and choked. I kept my mouth closed, trying not to spray dinner all over the table.
In an instant Mom was at my side, pounding my back. My eyes started watering; apparently they hadn’t gone as dry as I thought they had. I coughed and coughed.
“Macey, just spit it out!” The panic in Mom’s voice wasn’t masked very well.
I refused. This new girl would do something, even if it was only to swallow a single bite.
Between coughs I frantically swallowed the food monster. Free to cough open-mouthed, the choking started to pass. Mom sidled up next to me while I took another drink, correctly this time.
“You okay?”
I frowned at her. No, I’m not okay, the voice in my head screamed.
“I meant from the choking.”
I nodded.
Dad cleared his throat. “Good. Crisis averted.” He paused while Mom got back in her seat. “So, Macey,” Mom interrupted him with a silent shake of her head. He backtracked. “Good to have you join us for dinner.”
I nodded and pushed some more of the food monster into my mouth. This time it went down much easier.
“Is this it? You’re not speaking to us anymore? Macey, for crying out loud.”
Mom’s warning was swift and fierce. “Larry, so help me, don’t push.”
“Fine.” He sulked into his own plate of food monster. I wanted to give them what they wanted. I needed to give them what they wanted—a glimpse of that girl they knew. The one who smiled, who loved art, who ate like a normal person. But I couldn’t find her. Maybe she wasn’t even there anymore.
 
In the morning, I got up, got dressed, and came downstairs for breakfast. As much as I wanted to lie in bed, Mom was right. I did feel better after a good meal, and a shower for that matter.
Clearly, I surprised both of my parents.
“Well, good morning!” Dad said cheerily from the table.
I nodded at him and went to get a bowl of cereal. Mom was in the kitchen preparing her own meal.
She kissed me on the forehead. “Morning, sweetie,” she said quietly.
I lifted one corner of my mouth. It was all I could manage, but you’d think I gave her a full-on belly laugh. Her eyes lit up like it was Christmas morning. It made me panic. I didn’t want her expecting things from me, from this new girl. I didn’t know who she was or what she could promise them. Better not to promise anything at all.
Seeing my panic, she quickly checked herself. “So, dear, what’s on your agenda today?”
I looked over at Dad and noticed he wasn’t dressed for work. Apparently it was the weekend.
“I think I’ll try to get some things done around the house today. Rosie’s been acting a little funny, so I might see if I can get her going again.”
Upon hearing her name, she chimed in. “Thank you.”
“Sure.” He paused to take a bite of his food. “Other than that, I have no plans.” He turned his attention to me, and I knew what was coming. “Macey, what do you have in mind for the day?” He waited for me to respond, and when I didn’t, he kept talking. “You know, Oliver’s been pretty impatient. I know it’s Saturday, but you may want to give him a buzz and let him know when you’re going back. Monday might be a good day, don’t you think?”
Oliver. All my dinners with Alex while I was working. Working. For what? A future without my rock. I didn’t want to answer.
Mom looked at me encouragingly, but also with a hint of firmness in her eyes. “Macey? What do you think?”
Did this new girl even like art? The image, my image, of Joey flashed in my mind. Yes. This new girl liked art.
“I—” it wasn’t really a word, so much as a croaking sound. Eight days without talking had taken its toll, apparently. I reached for my water to try and clear things up. My parents held their breath. I didn’t make eye contact, instead looking through the water in my glass to the tabletop. Setting the glass down, I cleared my throat and tried again. “I guess I should call him today.”
Dad brightened. “Or you could go down there. The last time he called he said he was way behind and would be working this weekend. Some face-time might help him…” He paused, searching for the right word. “Feel better.”
Could I make someone else feel better? I couldn’t even make myself feel better.
I looked to Mom, begging for an out. Life didn’t go on. Not for me. “Honey. It might feel good to get out of the house. You never were much of a hermit.”
Abandoned, I turned my eyes back to my plate. “I never was much without Alex.” It was so quiet I didn’t think they’d heard me.
Mom covered my hand with hers. “Macey. It’s okay to be upset, or mad, or whatever it is you’re feeling. We’ve been through this before, remember?”
I looked from her hand to her face, my anger blinding me to the concern there. “This is different.”
“How, honey? Tell me how.”
The tears spilled over, forming a puddle on the table. “Alex was the one who got me through that. He was the one who made me laugh. You guys couldn’t help me. You could barely help yourselves. Alex was there. And now he’s not.”
I pushed back from the table. “And how is it supposed to comfort me that ‘we’ve been through this before?’” I was yelling now, my voice echoing off the walls. “Why did we have to go through it the first time, and why on Earth are we going through it again? No one is saved! No one is spared. They took Alex, and they’re no closer to finding the mythical cure! What was the point?” They both just stared at me, surprised by my outburst.
Knowing they didn’t have the answers I needed, I stormed out of the kitchen, slammed my bedroom door, and threw myself face-first onto my bed.
I was left to my sobbing for a little while, but before I was ready, a soft knock sounded on my door. “Macey?” It was Mom.
I didn’t answer. She came in anyway. I knew she would. I rolled over and gave her my back. Yesterday, I thought she understood. I thought I had an ally in her. Today she’d abandoned me.
She sat down on the edge of the bed, and I scooted as far from her as I could get without falling off. She didn’t try to touch me.
“Macey. You’re right. We all dealt with Joey’s death differently.” She paused, letting the silence surround us. “I didn’t know how to go on. My child was gone. Someone with their whole life ahead of them, with such promise, was gone so horribly. It didn’t seem right. Wasn’t that exact situation why we subject ourselves to the dates in the first place? So we wouldn’t have to watch our children die? What was the point of it all if they died anyway?” She took a breath. “Well, that’s what I asked myself in the dark, anyway.”
I turned towards her, wanting to know if she found the answers to her questions. Because I had the same ones.
She sighed and swept the hair away from my face. “No, I never found the answers to my questions. But it turned out they didn’t matter. Because I still have you. And if my date or your father’s date saves you from Joey’s fate, then it’s worth it.”
I rolled back over, the bitterness so overwhelming I could taste it. “And what makes it worth it for me? The youngest person to ever be subjected to a date, my best friend and my little brother both claimed by either the cause or the effect.”
Stroking my hair, she said, “Yes. It’s all very unfair isn’t it? And do you feel better for it?”
I turned and glared at her. “What?”
“Do you feel better? Holed up here with your resentment and righteous indignation?”
“Oh, and it was so easy for you to let go of that and move on with your life? Without Joey,” I accused.
She flinched. “No, it wasn’t. And every once in a while, I’m reminded of how difficult it is without him.” I could tell she was thinking about the gallery. “You’ll probably never fully move on without Alex.”
“And yet you and Dad expect me to just pick up a few days after they so unceremoniously tell me he’s…” I couldn’t say it. That made this whole awful thing too real.
“No. We don’t expect anything from you, Macey. We just want what’s best for you.” She stroked my hair absently. “Dad is just worried you’ll lose this opportunity that was so important to you a little while ago. Then what would you do?”
I didn’t answer. Nothing. I would do nothing. That was all that was left for me, anyway.
She stood, but before she left, she said one last thing. “I would hate to see you throw everything that you’ve worked so hard for away. Then you really would be left with nothing, and you’d have no one to blame for that but yourself.”
 
I didn’t call Oliver. Instead, I took out a piece of paper, blank and so full of potential. It gleamed at me, asking me what it should be. I knew the answer, but I couldn’t make my hand move. I gripped the piece of charcoal tightly. Too tightly to do anything productive. But in that moment, it felt like my lifeline to the old me, away from this new girl no one liked—not even me.
Slowly, it came to me: the strength to draw the first line, then the next, and the next. Soon my hands and face were covered in charcoal as I smoothed the edges and filled in the gaps. It was dark when I finished and my best friend stared back at me. I hung his picture on the wall opposite the end of my bed, then sat Indian-style facing him.
We stared at each other for a long time. Finally I broke the silence. “How could you do this to me?” I demanded. “You know I need you. How could you leave me here alone? Why didn’t you fight more?”
He stared back at me.
“How am I supposed to go on?” I asked him. But he didn’t answer. He just looked at me, stubborn as usual.
I curled up on the end of my bed, facing him, reaching out, wanting to touch him the way we did that last night. To know that this was all just a bad dream.



CHAPTER 17
 
IN THE MORNING, I was cold and stiff from sleeping the wrong way on my bed. Alex stared at me, so I sat up to face him.
“Well, what should we do today? Go to Oliver’s? Or wallow a bit longer?” A part of me knew I couldn’t wallow forever, as much as I wanted to. My date was still a few months away, and if I survived it—a daunting prospect at this point—then what?
I stood and went to the bathroom, thinking about my date. Maybe I could somehow sabotage it once I got there, my final “up yours” to them.
This new girl stared at me from the mirror. She didn’t look as bad as she did a few days ago, but she still wasn’t me. I hoped she could carry me through the day, if she was good for nothing else.
I showered and went downstairs. My parents were already at the table eating. Bypassing them, I grabbed a protein bar out of the pantry and a bottle of water from the fridge.
I could tell they were watching me, waiting anxiously for some kind of signal that this new girl was gone and their daughter remained. “I’m going to Oliver’s. I don’t know when I’ll be back. Don’t wait up.”
“Okay, honey. Have fun!” Mom called to me. But I was gone before I could hear what Dad had to say, if anything.
It was the first time I’d snubbed them like that. This new girl was the only explanation for it. Frankly, I couldn’t help it. I felt so betrayed. Like they didn’t understand me, or what had happened – even though I felt they should, even though I didn’t understand myself. They lost a son. They should know better than anyone what I was going through. But they didn’t. They just expected me to move on, to forget. Which was the last thing I wanted to do.
I arrived at the studio in a foul mood, my dark thoughts following me inside. Oliver was no help.
“Where have you been?” It echoed off the dark walls. I just stood there, not wanting to dignify that with a response.
“What on Earth do you have to say for yourself? Abandoning me for over two weeks like that? The show is barreling down upon us, and you go flitting off like you have better things to do, well I’ve got news for you—”
I cut him off. “Would you have preferred a formal resignation, Oliver? Because I’d be happy to tender one right now if that’s how you feel.” I didn’t need this. True, you could argue I didn’t know what I needed, but being berated by a flaky artist with an overinflated sense of self certainly wasn’t it.
He blinked at me. “I’m sorry?”
“You heard me.”
“Now listen here, I’ll not be given ultimatums. I—”
“And I’ll not be threatened. I know you know exactly where I was and why I was gone, so I’m not going to waste time explaining myself. I’m here now. Either you want me or you don’t. Choose.” Whoa. I didn’t know I had that in me. Was that this new girl or my old self? Before I could decide, he responded.
“I’m in desperate need of supplies. There’s a list on your desk a mile long.” He turned his back and busily worked on his painting before I could react. A smile tried to make its way to my face, but I squelched it. Who would share this victory with me?
 
My parents were both in bed by the time I dragged myself home that night. I kicked off my shoes and glanced at the clock. 1:00 pierced the darkness. I groaned and flopped onto my bed, staring up at the ceiling.
“Well, I kept my job at the studio, Alex.” I turned and lay on my side to see him better.
“You should’ve seen his face, too. I wish you could’ve heard what I said to him. I don’t know what got into me, but he was being such an egomaniac. Like he’s never lost someone—” I stopped short. I was talking to him like I hadn’t lost him. I felt ridiculous where moments before I felt wonderful, even normal.
I rolled onto my stomach and buried my face in the comforter. “What is wrong with me?”
His answer came like it had so many times before when I’d asked the question. The better question is, what isn’t wrong with you?
I pulled off my sock and launched it at his picture.
“School tomorrow, I guess.” He didn’t respond.
I got ready for bed in silence and tucked myself in a few minutes later. Turning out the light, I whispered, “Goodnight, Alex.”
Night, Mace.
 
School was school. Everyone gave me sympathetic looks, but no one dared give their condolences. He had died nobly, for the cause, and that was nothing to receive condolences for. The whole thing was ridiculous. By the time I got to Art at the end of the day, my mood was pretty black. I felt like the subject of a political cartoon, with the government holding the gun aimed at our feet, captioned: Dance, Monkey! Dance!
The thought inspired me. Our latest assignment was ‘a moment of impact.’ So, I decided to do it in the style of a political cartoon. Although they didn’t exist anymore, we’d seen a few in Art History.
I drew Alex, on his knees, hands tied behind his back, neck rested on the chopping block. A tremendous hooded figure labeled ‘Our Government’ wielded an ax labeled ‘The Cure.’ The crowd cheered for his demise, and a few of them exclaimed ‘He will be our savior!’ One added, ‘If he isn’t, the next one surely will be!’
I looked over the finished product, quite pleased with my work. I knew it was too big and detailed for an actual political cartoon, but I didn’t care. It was perfect. So perfect in fact, I didn’t want to hand it in.
Everyone filed out of the room without me noticing. Ms. Paige walked up behind me, and I panicked. Not only was I late for Oliver’s, but I wasn’t ready to share my masterpiece with the world.
“What are you working so feverishly on, Macey? I haven’t seen you this dedicated since…” she trailed off, absorbing the image in front of her.
Slowly she picked it up. I tried to stop her, but she blocked me. “What have you done?”
I didn’t answer her, thinking there wasn’t anything I could say to make it better. I wasn’t ashamed, and I knew she didn’t want to hear that.
She held the image to her chest, as if spiriting it away, and lowered her voice. “Macey Holsinger. We’ve been over this. You simply cannot produce things of this nature. I understand you’re having a difficult time, but this is inexcusable.” She took a few breaths, trying to decide what to do, I guessed. She carefully placed the cartoon face down in front of me. “I trust you’ll redo this assignment and turn it in for partial credit tomorrow. If you choose not to, I fear the consequences may be severe. We’ll not speak further of this.” She turned and walked briskly to her office, closing the door loudly behind her, as if to punctuate her declaration.
“Well,” I said to the empty room, “I guess my moment of impact is too difficult for anyone else to deal with.” I carefully rolled the cartoon and stowed it away. “I suppose that’s why it’s mine.”
 
“Where have you been?” It was a shout more than a question.
“Sorry. I got caught up at school.”
He snatched my cartoon. “I suppose this is the culprit?”
“Oh, wait! Oliver, that one’s not very good. You shouldn’t waste your time on it.”
To my horror, he unrolled it under the projector and beamed it onto the largest wall in the studio. Anyone walking by the wall of windows out front could see it.
“Oliver!” I insisted.
“Well. What do we have here?” He crossed his arms over his chest and walked closer to the wall for further inspection. Well, maybe I wouldn’t have to plan some sort of sabotage for my date. Maybe they’d execute me as a traitor before I even got that far.
My breath quickened, and sweat beaded on my forehead and upper lip. I swiped at it frantically. “Oliver, please.” What was happening to me? A few moments ago I wasn’t ashamed of my work, but then again I also wasn’t ready to share it with the world. And here it was, painted on a wall for God and everyone.
“Macey, this…”
“I know. It’s inappropriate.” I went to the projector and reclaimed my cartoon. I looked down at it, sadness overwhelming me.
Oliver walked up next to me. “Yes, it’s inappropriate. But it’s also brilliant.”
“What?” I knew he was eccentric to the max, but that comment caught even me off guard.
“This is exactly why I wanted you, Macey. Someone else would never have considered putting their thoughts to the page like this, to challenge the way things have always been.” He took the cartoon from me, smiling as he marveled at it. “But you. It never occurs to you not to challenge, to ask why, what for, what good is this doing us? I love that you not only think outside the box, it’s like the box doesn’t exist for you.” He handed the cartoon back and looked straight into my eyes, something he rarely did. “That is a beautiful quality indeed.”
I blushed and rolled my cartoon back up to busy myself. No one, not even Alex, had ever responded to my rebellious side that way. They were all worried that I would get in trouble. I wasn’t sure what to do with this extreme acceptance from Oliver. Apparently, I stood there too long trying to decide.
“Well, you may be brilliant when it comes to art, but you’re lacking when it comes to work. Are you just going to stand there all night, mooning over your own stuff?” Just like that, he was back.
 
Oliver let me go home early that night, since he knew I had to redo my art project. Not one to spit on a rare moment of compassion and leniency, I left gladly. Mom and Dad were just sitting down to dinner when I walked in.
“Oh! Macey, we weren’t expecting you! What a great surprise!” Mom quickly stood up and started gathering a plate and silverware for me.
Dad started cutting his own food. “What are you doing home so early? I can’t believe Oliver let you go after he made such a big deal about how behind he was.”
I could always count on Dad to smell a rat. “He knew I had some school work to get caught up on, so he let me go.” I sat at the table and scooped some casserole onto my plate.
Dad eyed my rolled-up cartoon. “School work, or art to redo?”
“Potato, potahto.” I said as I chewed.
“Oh Macey, what have you done this time?” The sadness in Mom’s voice was crushing. I blamed this new girl for letting her down.
“Nothing! It’s no big deal. I was just letting off a little steam, that’s all.”
Dad reached for the cartoon, but Mom had it before I could blink. She gasped.
Dad came to stand behind her. “What is the meaning of this?”
“What do you mean, what is the meaning of this? I think it’s pretty clear what I meant.”
“Don’t get smart with me!” He didn’t raise his voice, but I knew by his tone I was wading into rough waters.
Mom laid my cartoon face up on the table in front of her, not touching it, but not looking away from it either. “Macey, we need to talk.” She paused, gathering her thoughts. “Your graduation is coming up quick.”
“Next month. Why?”
“Well, then your first date is shortly after that.”
“I know. What’s your point?” The bitterness was impossible to hide.
“My point is, in order to survive your date, you must go into it with a positive attitude.”
“But—”
“No, no buts. Statistically, people who have a positive outlook about their dates survive unscathed. That’s a fact. Your attitude about all of this, even before Alex died, was troubling. Now it’s gotten extreme. And, well…” she swallowed. Food or a lump in her throat, I wasn’t sure. “Well, we’re concerned, is all.”
“Concerned is a bit of an understatement,” Dad said quietly.
I took a breath, biting the tongue that had become so sharp lately. “So tell me this: Why is a positive attitude so important? What did they do to you?”
Dad returned to his seat. “Well, I suppose it’s a fair question. Judy, would you like to elaborate, or shall I go first?”
I regretted the question as soon as I saw her. The color drained from her face, as if reliving the experience. “No. I can tell her.”
She took a long pull from her glass of water. “It’s never the same, so I’m not sure what good my telling you what happened to me will do. But if you must know, my first date I don’t even remember. They knocked me out, and when I woke up, it was time to go home.” She stopped talking for so long, I thought she wasn’t going to tell me anything else.
A shuddering breath escaped her. “The last time…” she swallowed hard.
Dad held her hand. “It’s alright. Macey has heard enough, haven’t you?”
I had, but I hadn’t. Clearly whatever they’d done was horrible. Did I really need the details? On the other hand, shouldn’t I be prepared for whatever they might throw at me? At the expense of my Mom’s mental health?
I looked back and forth between them. “I…”
“No, it’s fine. She deserves to hear it.” She took a deep, steadying breath. “They were testing a new delivery system for the vaccine, thinking that might help it be more effective. So, they gave me a small touch of the disease, and huge amounts of their latest cure via thousands of tiny needles all throughout my body. I had to lie completely still throughout the entire process. I was suspended with wires from the ceiling, so the needles could cover me all over. It was agony.”
The image she painted was horrifying. “Did it work?” I felt like an idiot as soon as it was out of my mouth. Why not say something compassionate? Like ‘oh Mom, that’s so horrible, I can’t believe they did that to you, you’re so strong and amazing for getting through that.’ Nope. Not me. ‘Did it work’ is what I come up with.
“They never say one way or the other. But, since what happened to Alex, I can only assume it didn’t.”
“Why were you so sick still when they sent you home?” I couldn’t stop myself. I felt like I was looking into my own future and needed answers.
“It was a combination, they said, of the disease and the vaccine. Not only was the vaccine ineffective but it packed quite a punch. And you’re always a little green after your date, no matter what they do to you.”
“Huh.” The questions swirled in my head. The same old ones. And that was worth it to you? What was the point of that? How is any of this fair? What right do they have to subject you to that torture?
“Mine, at least up until now, haven’t been quite so horrible. One involved some testing underwater, which was actually kind of interesting. They hooked me up to a breathing apparatus and left me in there the whole time. The last one was a little more…intense. They combined administering the vaccine with shock therapy. Did you study that in any of your history classes?”
I nodded, picturing the images of grotesque headgear and the leather strap they supposedly gave the patients to bite down on so they didn’t bite their tongues off.
“Yeah, that was a little less pleasant. But our point is you don’t survive that kind of thing with such a dark attitude, Macey. You just don’t. You think your mother survived that,” he paused, clearly searching for the right word, “experience by spending her energy trying to place blame and screaming to anyone who would listen that it’s not fair?”
“But it isn’t fair.” I sounded small and childish.
Mom smiled. “Neither is it fair that so many people have died. From something that my efforts, and your efforts, might help prevent in the future.”
“But what if it’s all just a ruse to keep us under control?” Well, it was out there now.
“What?” There was no anger in Dad’s voice. Only confusion.
“What if they found the cure years ago, or maybe there is no cure. Maybe they started the disease as a way to pare down the numbers of people in the country, so we’d be easier to control? Think of all the freedoms we’ve lost in the name of the cure. What if all of that was by design?”
“I…” They were incredulous. “What would ever make you think such a thing?” Dad asked.
“I don’t know. I just can’t understand how they can justify death with death.”
Dad sighed. “And that’s your problem, Macey. You’re looking at it all wrong. And your chance of survival will suffer, I’m afraid.”
I looked pleadingly at them both, but Mom’s expression agreed. “They’re not justifying death with death, honey. They’re fighting it. All wars cost lives. The sooner they win, the more lives will be saved.” She pushed back from the table. “I’ve had enough for tonight. Macey, would you mind cleaning up tonight?”
“Sure.” But they were both walking out of the kitchen, leaving me to strike a match against my dark thoughts on my own.
 
I wasn’t making much progress with turning my attitude around until the week before graduation. There was no one to make me laugh like Alex could. No one to listen to my complaints about Oliver or school. The things that happened to me seemed dull in comparison to my memories of Alex. That was, until one night at the studio.
Oliver was being a total freak, as per usual. He hadn’t shown any interest in me at all since he snatched my cartoon of Alex from me. Wrapped in his own world, mere weeks away from his own show, I was like the man behind the curtain that just made things happen. No need to speak to me or interact with me, just get the job done.
But then he surprised me. He seemed like he was waiting for me when I walked in.
“Ah, Macey. Good. Come over here, would you?”
It was the first time he’d spoken to me without some kind of task associated with it in weeks. “What’s up?”
He gestured to his piece, covered in a drop cloth. He always kept his art very secretive, not willing to show it to anyone until it was finished.
“You never want someone to fall in love with a work in progress. It might be something totally different when it’s done. Then there would only be disappointment in their eyes. That will never do,” he always said.
I walked to the piece, larger than any of the others. It was just a canvas painting, but it was at least as tall as me, and as wide as it was tall. To say it was a commanding piece was an understatement.
“I’ve finished the centerpiece.”
“Oh! Great! You’re ahead of schedule then!” I started towards my desk to see what could be moved around, and what needed his attention next.
He grabbed my arm. “No. I want you to see it.”
The gesture startled me, but his words were even more jarring. Why did he want to share something this personal with me? “Oh, okay. Did you show it to anyone else? How did they like it?”
“You are the first.” He held onto my arm when he said it, whether to hold me or himself in place, I wasn’t sure.
“Oh.” What else could I say? He’d never done anything this…intimate before. He barely treated me like a fellow human being sometimes, let alone be personal with me.
We stood there staring at the canvas for several minutes, him holding onto my arm. “Well, let’s see it then,” I said, trying to encourage him.
“Right.” Reaching out for the drop cloth, he took a deep breath. All at once, I was looking at a tremendous portrait of myself. Simply done, it was just a cream-colored background with black lines creating my bust. Reflected in my eyes was the image of Alex. It was breathtaking. He’d captured me exactly how I was, but in his version, I was beautiful.
I moved closer to the image. “Is that Joey in Alex’s eyes?”
In one flourish he threw the drop cloth back over the portrait. “Oh, my God, you have to ask? It’s horrible, isn’t it? What am I going to do? The show is a disaster!”
He was pacing back and forth, panicking, and I struggled to mentally get my head around what he’d done and what was happening. “What? No, it’s not horrible!” Quick! You only have a few moments to save this. “It’s just a little overwhelming to see a gigantic version of yourself, is all.”
He stopped pacing and looked at me softly. There was something else in his eyes as well, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. It felt like affection, but that couldn’t be right.
He pulled the drop cloth aside, hooking it on one corner of the canvas. It was less ceremonious but still got the job done. He looked almost longingly at my image, but I shook my head. Again, that couldn’t be right.
“I just wanted the world to see you how I do.”
This was all very odd. “Oh. Okay. Well, at the risk of sounding a little arrogant, it’s great! I’m sure it’ll be a hit.” There, breezy, noncommittal, that should suffice.
He turned to me. “Look, I know you’ve been feeling a little down lately, so I thought this might cheer you up, is all.”
I raised an eyebrow. “You’ve been working on this centerpiece for weeks, long before…well, before I started feeling down.”
“Yes, well. That’s beside the point.” He turned and started to busy himself at his station.
“Is it?” A smile crept up out of nowhere and started inching its way across my face. “I’m sorry, I must’ve missed what the point was then. Refresh me, would you?”
He slammed a pile of books he’d gathered in his haste to look busy down on the tabletop. “The point is—” Looking up at me, he saw the hint of my smile and stopped. “That.”
And that was it. My tacon burkey moment. This new girl faded away, and I felt my old self coming back as he reached out and stroked my cheek.
But, just like any moment, it was over too soon. Oliver cleared his throat and pulled the drop cloth back over my portrait. “Well, don’t think you can just stand around gawking at yourself all night. Don’t you have work to do?”
I smiled wider, banishing this new girl forever. “Sure.”
 
Graduation day threatened the return of the new girl, but I managed to keep her at bay. It was a strange affair for me. Normally, it’s full of promise—promise for things to come, for the future, for walking the path you’ve chosen, even if it is only for a few years. With my date looming, my graduation felt more like a death-sentence.
I stood at the edge of the stage, ready to walk across, looking at my principal—a man I’d only seen a handful of times in the twelve years I attended that school. He held his hand out to shake my own, and I hesitated. It felt like acceptance of my sentence.
I looked into the crowd, searching for Alex’s reassuring smile, and remembered it wouldn’t be there. The darkness threatened to overwhelm me, and I gasped for breath.
The principal remained, hand outstretched, getting impatient with me.
My eyes landed on my family, shrinking in numbers all the time. My parents were thrilled, of course, and clapped encouragingly at me. Then, in a dark corner, through mere chance I landed on Oliver. He’d come to my graduation. I stood a little straighter when we made eye contact. His eyes darted to my principal and back to me, as if to say, “What’s the hold up? Get on with it.” A half-smile pulled at the corner of my mouth, and he nodded me on.
I took a deep breath, shook the principal’s hand, then put one foot in front of the other, and dutifully walked the path before me.



CHAPTER 18
 
MY DATE. IT stared triumphantly at me from the other side of the weekend, knowing I could do nothing but move ever closer to it. Since school was over, I spent all day at the studio helping Oliver prepare. The show would be just after my date, and he was frantic about losing me for up to a week for something as frivolous as my date.
“Don’t they know how important this show is? I can’t afford to be without you that long.”
I chuckled. “Aw. That’s sweet.”
“What?” Oliver was clueless, and I laughed even harder.
That night, he surprised me with a candlelight dinner in the studio. I’d gone out to get some supplies for him and came back to a pretty impressive spread, complete with a rose on the table, pasta, wine and even dessert.
“What’s all this?”
“We have to eat, don’t we?” He said as he pulled the chair out for me.
The meal was quiet, but not deafeningly so. It was comfortable. After the dessert was gone (decimated, I should say. We tore through that triple-chocolate cake like we were famine victims and it was our first meal in weeks.), he filled the wine glasses one last time and held his up.
“I’d like to wish you luck, Macey.” He paused, trying to decide what, if anything to add.
When he didn’t, I said, “Thanks, Oliver. This was really nice.”
We both took a sip of wine and set our glasses down. He covered my hand with his. “Macey, I hope you know how important you are to me.”
I smiled affectionately at him. “I’m starting to get an idea.”
He picked his wine glass back up, as if to give his hands something to do. But he looked at me with a hint of mischief in his eyes. “Good.”
We didn’t speak for the rest of the evening. I packed up my things and headed for the door around seven. “Okay, Oliver, I’m leaving. Hopefully I’ll see you next week, but I’ll be in touch. If you’re worried, I know you have my parents’ number.”
A smug look played on his face. “Macey, one last thing.” He closed the distance between us quickly.
I adjusted the bag on my shoulder, slightly impatient to go but not wanting to leave either. “Yeah?”
He bent and kissed my cheek. It was light and warm and made my toes curl. “Come back to me,” he whispered in my ear.
All I could do was smile at him. All the words I wanted to say were trapped behind the lump in my throat. I reached out for his hand, squeezed and nodded at him before I turned and walked out of the studio for the last time.
 
The weekend was somber at my house. Particularly Sunday. At least on Saturday we could pretend it was a normal weekend. We even went to see a movie together. But Sunday was our last day together. The day before.
We tried to stay busy. We went to the park and lit candles, because it felt right. I even lit an extra one for Alex. We had lunch in town, and came home to watch a movie before Mom and Dad made my favorite dinner—well, besides McDonald’s—fettuccine alfredo, garlic bread, and a heaping slice of pudding cake for dessert. Really, the meal was just an excuse to get to dessert. It was my grandmother’s special recipe, or so I was told. I’d never met her, since she’d died from her date before I was born.
We hadn’t said much throughout the meal, or throughout the day for that matter, and as I was finishing my last meal, I felt compelled to thank them.
“Hey, guys, thank you. For all this. For everything.” It was horrifyingly inadequate. Despite our rocky relationship after Alex died, they were amazing people. I didn’t deserve them. They put up with me at my worst and celebrated me at my best. And all I had to say was ‘thank you’?
Mom’s eyes started to shimmer. “Of course, honey. After all, it’s tradition.” She started to clear her plate, and I reached out to stop her.
“I don’t just mean for the meal or the weekend. I mean for everything.” Then, it started to spill out. “I just, maybe I don’t appreciate you the way I should. And I wanted to say ‘thanks,’ that’s all.”
“Now, now,” Dad said. “That sounds too much like goodbye, and we agreed not to do that, didn’t we? You’ll be home before you know it. We know you’re just a bull-headed kid and the appreciation for us is in there somewhere.” He looked straight-faced at me.
“Oh, fine!” I hollered and threw my napkin at him, which started the boisterous laughter. Mom swiped at her tears and cleared the table as she laughed along with us.
This is what life should be, I thought. Too bad I was realizing it hours before I’d be taken away. I sighed. At least I’d realized it at all.
 
That night, Mom poked her head into my room after I’d gone to bed.
“Mom?”
“Oh. Sorry, honey. I thought you’d be asleep.”
I snorted at the thought.
“Ha. Sorry.” She came and sat on my bed. “Are you ready?”
“Honestly? No.”
She stroked my hair in the way only she could, and relaxation flowed from her fingertips all the way to my toes. “What would make you ready?”
“I don’t know. I feel like I didn’t get to say what I needed to say to everyone. You, Dad, Oliver.”
“And what would you say?”
“I don’t know. That’s the problem. The thing with Oliver is so new; I feel like I should’ve said things I should’ve had more time to say.” I paused, staring up at the ceiling. “And with you guys, what do you say?”
We looked at each other, sharing an unspoken word. “Nothing.” She gathered me in her arms, and we both tried unsuccessfully not to cry.
She held me like that until Dad came in. “You girls better get ready. The car will be here in an hour.”
She’d held me all night, and I didn’t even realize it. I looked gratefully at her, and she gave me a think-nothing-of-it look in return.
Sixty minutes. I looked at myself in the mirror. How would I get through this? What would they do to me? What if I didn’t survive? What if I did? As the questions raced through my mind, I realized the uncertainty of it all was what made it so horrible.
I glanced at the clock. Fifteen minutes had passed! I’d wasted a quarter of my time staring at myself in the mirror. I wondered when I would be standing there again. A few days? Next week? Ever? I shook my head. Better get down to business.
I wanted a luxurious shower in my own bathroom, but I didn’t want to spend the time, so I opted for washing my face and tossing some clean clothes on. Just jeans and a t-shirt, nothing fancy for the likes of them.
I bounded downstairs and into the kitchen with half an hour to spare.
“Did I miss breakfast?”
“Nope! Come join us!” Dad said.
I sat down with my bowl and spoon in hand. “So, what are you guys gonna do this week?”
“Oh, um…” they shared a look. I knew they would sit around worried to death, but didn’t want me to think that’s what they were doing. “Well, you know we’re both off, so we’ll probably try to get some things done around here. Dad’s got some fixes to do in the basement, and I’ve got some new lessons for school I’d like to look into.”
“That sounds good. I’d hate to think you’ll be sitting around waiting for my call, after you specifically told me not to do that for either of you or Alex.” I glanced up from behind my spoon to see if they could tell I was needling them.
“That was different,” Dad said, a hint of indignation in his voice.
Smiling inwardly at my victory, I said, “Oh. I see.”
Mom elbowed me in the back as she walked by with her dirty dishes.
“They are coming. Five minutes to their arrival,” Rosie announced.
Panic flashed in my eyes and was mirrored in Mom’s before she blinked it away. “Okay, well, we better start our goodbyes, or we’ll never be ready.”
I started to collect my own dishes when Dad stopped me. “Just leave them. We’ll have lots of time to clean up.”
Mom held out her arms, and I went to them. Then Dad came over and encircled us both. We stood like that for the time that remained.
“They are here.”
Dad put his hands on my shoulders. “Good luck. I’m sure you’ll be fine. We’ll talk to you tonight, okay?”
“Yup!”
Mom was close to tears and not able to talk. She kissed my forehead, though. We walked to the door together, but then I had to walk to the black car alone.
I turned before getting in. “I love you both!” I called. They waved in response, and Mom blew me a kiss. Then, there was nothing left to do but get in the car and go with them.
 
I got into the back seat, and for some reason, I expected a person to be there to greet me. However, the car was totally empty, not even a driver. It was one of those automated cars. A chill claimed me, and I looked back to glimpse my parents one last time, but they were out of sight already.
“Good morning,” a voice startled me. I turned forward to see a video screen in front of me. The woman was artificial-looking, too perfect. All of her features were exaggerated to the extreme. Her hair was brown, but not dull brown like normal people. Hers was shiny and beautiful. Her eyes were blue, but a shade so bright; it was difficult to look away from them. Right down to her plum suit that must have been made only for her, she was perfect. “Welcome. The drive to the Facility will be about forty-three minutes. Once there, you will be sterilized, then shown to your rooms. This evening you will be allowed a timed phone call to whomever you choose. Tomorrow morning your testing begins. Thank you and have a pleasant trip.”
A list of options popped up on the screen when she faded away. Apparently I could listen to music or watch some TV on the drive. I opted for something instrumental to try and calm myself down and just stared out the window. Now that I had time to do nothing but ask questions, my mind was empty.
As I watched the city turn to countryside, a thought finally did occur to me. Who would I be spending my future with? After today, would it be Alex or Oliver? Or neither, if I left the Facility some mangled, unrecognizable version of myself. I shuddered at the thought and tried to push it away.
Soon we pulled around to the front of the Facility. It was like a hotel entrance with valet parking. I thought it was odd there wasn’t a gate around it, but I suppose it was useless to try and get out, and who in their right mind would want to get in?
A man who appeared to have about ten years on me greeted me at the entrance. He wore a white lab coat, as I would soon discover everyone did, and carried a clipboard.
He pushed his square, black-rimmed glasses up his nose. “Macey Holsinger?”
“None other.”
“This way.”
Two glass doors parted in front of us with a whoosh. I followed him into the lobby, a very cold and sterile place. It was white-on-white, with nothing to let natural light in except the glass doors out front. Everything else was bathed in this horrible fluorescent light.
He stopped in front of a small silver square on the wall next to a silver door. A laser scanned his face, and the door opened. I was impressed. Then I wondered what the long-term effects of the laser were. I guess long-term effects don’t really matter. He may not live to see them. Then a thought hit me. If you work for the Facility, do you get out of having a date? The thought enraged me. The reason why I was being subjected to my date so early was because of a supposed shortage of victims—I mean, people to test.
The thought made me so mad, I blurted out, “So how did your date go?”
He ignored me and gestured towards something that could only be described as a tanning bed.
I glared at him. “Huh. I thought tanning beds went the way of the dodo like a hundred years ago. Don’t they cause skin cancer?”
“It’s not a tanning bed. It’s a sterilization chamber. Get in.”
“Shouldn’t we get to know each other a little better first before you proposition me?”
His patience was waning. He looked around and sighed heavily, like he couldn’t believe he was stuck with me. I wished I had his problems.
Resolved, I moved to get in the chamber, but he stopped me. “No, you’ll have to remove your clothing first. You can have it back when you leave here. The next rooms are a sterile environment. Nothing from the outside can go in.”
I blinked at him. “So, I’m just supposed to strip down in front of you?”
“You will be provided with clothing when the sterilization process is complete.”
I shook my head. Great. So the first guy to see me naked would be Nerdy McSocialskills.
I stripped down rather unceremoniously and lay down in the chamber. It felt like a steel table against my skin, cold and hard, but it was white. The lid came down over me slowly.
Good thing I’m not claustrophobic, I thought. I wonder what they do for those people. Probably nothing, since personal comfort doesn’t seem to be their priority.
Time crept along, and it felt like I was in there for days. With nothing to look at or listen to, I think I dozed for a bit, but I couldn’t be sure.
When the lid finally lifted, the presence of any sensation at all, let alone light and sound together, was very startling. I giggled at myself, thinking about how ridiculous I must’ve looked, naked and thrashing about.
I tried to sit up as dignified as I could, and there was a woman waiting for me with a white t-shirt and white shorts. She held them out to me.
“So, is white the new black?”
“Put these on and follow me.” I decided that the bun pulled tightly to the top of her head must be representative of her uptight personality.
She was walking away before I could even get the shorts done up. Without socks and shoes, I slapped my feet on the tile floor loudly, trying to catch up to her.
She stopped in front of a row of bins. Each was labeled with a number.
“Choose your size.”
My size? I looked more closely and saw the bins had stark white basic sneakers in them. I searched for six and a half and found the pair had socks neatly rolled and stuck inside each shoe. I spied a bench and sat down to don my shoes. The woman waited impatiently for me by the next door.
I hopped up and ran to her, but now instead of slapping the tile, my footfalls made a rather satisfying squeak. I couldn’t help smiling at her, particularly when she looked like I couldn’t have been more irritating if I was an actual thorn in her side.
“This is why I was against lowering the age,” she mumbled to herself.
“Ya know, I was against it, too.”
She looked at me as if she was seeing me for the first time, like an actual person instead of a task laid before her. She blinked, and the moment was gone.
She stood in front of the laser, the door opened, and she gestured through it. “This way.”
We walked down a series of hallways, each identical to the last. They were covered floor to ceiling in white, with no windows, and countless steel doors with little scanners next to each. I wondered what went on behind each door, and then I wondered if I really wanted to know.
Randomly, we stopped. There were doors in either direction, so I wasn’t sure what made this one special.
“This is your room while you’re here. We’ll come and get you soon to make your phone call.”
She didn’t come in. Once I was inside, I turned to ask her a question, but the door shut, so I assessed my accommodations.
The folks at the Facility took minimalism to a whole new level. There was nothing but a single bed with white linens, a white end table with a lamp on it, and a fake window. I puzzled at the window, wondering why they would bother with something like that. It was frosted, so you couldn’t see through it anyway, with some kind of yellow light bulb behind it to apparently simulate natural light. I hoped I could turn it off tonight or I’d never get any sleep.
I went to the end of the bed and slipped my shoes off. Sitting cross-legged, I thought I spied something on the adjacent wall. I stood and padded over to it. I reached out to touch what I can only describe as an opaque blob, and a screen lit up with several options. I could play games, watch television or a movie, listen to music, or apparently record a video diary for my loved ones. The last option seemed a little creepy, so I decided to flip through the channels and see what was on.
As I was flipping, my door opened. A girl who couldn’t have been much older than me walked in. She smiled and walked to the end table, pressing a button. “Here’s the remote.” She held it out to me. “That way you don’t have to stand there and flip.”
I looked at her like she had six heads. One of them was friendly? Huh. She held it out farther, and the gesture snapped me out of my awe. “Oh, uh, thanks.”
“Come on. It’s time for your call.” We walked together down the hall, but before we got very far she started chattering. “So, you’re eighteen, huh? You’re the youngest person I’ve ever seen come through here. Although, I haven’t been working here very long. I wouldn’t worry too much. The young ones usually do pretty good. We must be heartier. Not that I would know personally, but you get my drift.” We turned this corner and that corner while she talked. “So, who are you going to call? Since you’re so young, probably your parents, huh? That must be really hard for them. Make sure you tell them there’s nothing to worry about. That you’re hearty!” She smiled at me, like being called hearty was supposed to be some kind of compliment.
“Alright, well, here we are. I’ll be waiting out here for you when you’re done.”
The room she ushered me into was much like the others I’d seen so far. There was a single chair in front of a table in the center of the room, and that was it. I took my seat and wasn’t sure what to do next.
I didn’t have to wonder long, though. A piece of glass dropped down from the ceiling in front of me, and soon my parent’s faces were plastered on it.
They lit up when they saw me. “Hi, honey! How’s it going?”
“Weird so far. You?”
“Fine here. What do you mean weird?” Dad asked.
“It’s weird! Everything is so white and cold. And the people are so unfriendly. Except the girl who brought me here, she’s super-chatty. I don’t think she’s worked here very long, though. Her attitude might change after awhile.”
“And how’s your room?” Mom asked.
“Minimalistic.”
“That sounds about right,” Dad said.
“Hey, what’s with the fake window? That goes off at night, right?”
“You got a fake window? Man. They swanked it up for you!” Dad seemed genuinely enthused about it.
“Dad! It’s annoying! Mom! Tell me it goes off at night!”
“Yes, honey. It goes off. It gets dim and goes dark, then in the morning it reverses. But they’ll probably get you up and out of there before you see it come back on.”
“Really?”
“Well, they always did for me,” she said.
“Do they give you some warning, or do they just come in and tell you to hit the deck?”
She chuckled. “You should get a five minute warning that they’re on their way to get you. That should give you enough time to get dressed and stuff.”
“Oh good. Because when they came to get me for this call, the girl just barged in. Not that they haven’t already seen me naked, but man!”
“What?” Dad was clearly disturbed.
“The sterilization, Larry.”
“Oh, right. That.”
“One minute remaining.” It echoed in the small room I was in.
“Wow, that was quick. I think these calls are getting shorter and shorter.”
Mom smiled. “Maybe. Listen, honey, just take deep breaths and stay positive. We’ll talk to you in a few days!”
I reached out and touched the glass, and they smiled. “Okay, guys. I miss you already.”
“We miss you, too! Good luck! We love you!”
“End transmission.”
“Thanks. Love you, too.” I said to the clear glass.
The girl was true to her word and waiting for me when I walked back into the hall.
“How did it go?” This time, she actually stopped talking long enough for me to answer.
“It cut me off before I could tell them I loved them.”
She frowned. “Oh, well that’s okay, though. You can tell them yourself in a couple of days, right?”
“Yeah, I hope so.”
“I know so. The last guy who was in here went home after only a day! I swear they’re getting closer and closer to finding the cure all the time. That’ll be you, I just know it.”
She kept talking as we walked, but I wasn’t listening. All I could think about was that I missed my chance to say goodbye.
 
That night, I didn’t sleep. It was too dark. Too still. Too unfamiliar. I wasn’t allowed to bring anything with me to the Facility, so I didn’t even have a picture of Alex to keep me company. I turned on a show just for some light and sound. That helped a little, but it didn’t change the fact that I was spending what was potentially my last night on Earth alone in a cold and unfamiliar place.
I frowned at the screen. I have half a mind to throw this remote through that fancy screen. That’d show ‘em. I paused, my arm cocked, remote in hand. That’d show ‘em what? That I know how to break a fancy display? Then what would I do for the rest of the night? Resolved, I set the remote down next to me and sat back for a marathon of Sammy Goldwater episodes.
 
I must’ve dozed off at some point, because the voice telling me I had five minutes scared the crap out of me. My feet hit the cold tile before I was even fully awake. Determined to spend the five minutes thoroughly destroying the source of the voice, I searched frantically for it with no luck. I was standing on the bed feeling the wall when the same girl who brought me to the phone call came in. I sighed inwardly. I didn’t have the energy for this. At least she’s friendly, I reminded myself.
“Good morning!” Seeing my awkward position, she asked, “Um… What are you doing?”
“Nothing fruitful. Time to go?”
“Yup!” The cheer in her voice wasn’t even faked.
She led me to a room with windows on three sides. There were three people sitting shoulder-to-shoulder per window looking at me as I entered. In the center of the room, a long table with straps waited for me. I hesitated, bile rising in my throat.
“It’s okay. You’ll be great!” she encouraged.
A thought occurred to me. A girl who knew at least a little bit about me was potentially leading this little lamb to the slaughter, and I didn’t even know her name. “What is your name?”
She blinked at me, like no one in the whole world had ever asked her that before. “It’s Natalie.”
“Natalie. I’m Macey. I’m glad to have met you.”
She smiled at me, but unlike the others, there was a hint of sadness in her eyes.
I took a breath. “I’m hearty, right?”
“That’s right!”
We walked to the table, and she strapped my arms, legs, head and midsection down. “Is that comfortable?” she asked.
“Well, I could use a pillow or something.”
She laughed. “I meant is it too tight?”
“I guess not.” Too tight for what? Death? Is there such a thing?
She checked the restraints one last time and patted me on the shoulder. “Okay. You’re all set.”
I couldn’t nod at her, so I just smiled, and then she was gone. I heard the whoosh of the door, but I couldn’t turn my head to watch her leave.
“Macey Holsinger, patient C637893, your testing is about to begin. Your testing has been labeled extreme. Due to your age, it was decided you were best suited for harsher testing. Prepare yourself. Your test begins in 3…2…1.”
I tried to focus on my breathing. Slamming my eyes shut, I listened to the life giving air coming and going. I felt a prick in my arm and couldn’t help looking to see the source.
A mechanical arm withdrew the needle, and a second took its place. It stuck me again and retracted into the ceiling. Once it was gone, I couldn’t even see a seam in the ceiling or anything indicating it had been there at all.
I waited and nothing happened. A few moments passed. I strained to see any of the people behind the windows with no luck.
“Patient C637893, please describe your current symptoms.”
“What symptoms?”
“Rate your level of pain on a scale of one to ten, ten being the worst.”
“Zero.”
“Are you experiencing any shortness of breath, or signs of distress?”
“I’m sorry, can you guys not see me through those windows? Do I look distressed?”
More nothing. In fact, they left me lying there for so long I started to doze. When they finally started talking to me again, it startled me so intensely I would’ve fallen off if I hadn’t been strapped so tightly to the table.
“Patient C637893, please describe your current symptoms.”
“Holy hell. Thanks for that wake up call. Couldn’t you come up with something a bit gentler?” I stopped to catch my breath. “My only sign of distress is the fact that you guys just scared the bejeezus out of me.”
The needle arm descended from the ceiling, and I braced myself. Okay. Here comes the extreme part.
But it wasn’t. Instead of injecting me, it took some blood this time and disappeared back into the ceiling.
Then, Natalie came back into the room. “See! What did I tell you! You did splendidly!”
“What? That was it?”
She unstrapped me, and I sat up stiffly. “Well, not quite.” She glanced nervously at the window. “I think they’ll want to analyze the data before they set ya loose.”
I followed her gaze, but the windows changed it to a one-way mirror. I couldn’t see the people anymore. “Oh. I guess that’s normal? That’s why they say the earliest you can expect your loved one to come home is three days? Even if the test only took a day?”
“Um, not exactly. Listen, let’s head back to your room. They’ll call you when they’re ready for you again.”
“Again? Hey, I thought they only did one test per date! It’s bad enough I got called out here before I’m even twenty-one! I’m not letting them do another test! One and done!” I turned to the mirror and pointed. “You had your chance!”
Natalie laughed, the nerves becoming more and more evident. She tried to gather me into her arms and show me to my room, but I was too upset.
“This is absolutely outrageous! How many other people have you done this to?” I squirmed away from her and approached the mirror, addressing it directly. “Didn’t kill me the first time, so you want to see if you can do it on round two?”
“Macey, please. Calm down. Or they’ll—”
“They’ll what? What else do they have in store for me? Is your quest for the cure even real? Or is this all just a ploy for more control over us? Ya know, I’ve half a mind to—” I stopped short, distracted by Natalie’s movement out of the corner of my eye.
Her eyes went to a corner of the room, and I followed them. A light blinked. I turned back to her, and she had a mask on. “I’m sorry, Macey. I tried to warn you.”
The air smelled sweet. My body became very heavy, and everything went black.
 
I woke up in that same room—at least it looked the same—with a start. I was getting tired of waking up that way.
Despite the fact that I was no longer restrained, I didn’t fall out of the bed they’d put me in. I looked around. I was in a bed. And a woman in a white coat sat across from me, staring me down. Natalie was nowhere to be seen. “Who are you? How long was I out?” I threw the blankets off and started to get up, but then I realized I couldn’t go anywhere without their permission, so I sat on the edge of the bed.
“I’m Dr. Raymound. We merely sedated you. You’ve only been ‘out’, as you say, for a few hours.”
“So, I’m still on day one?” I was disappointed to say the least. “When can I go home?”
“Yes, well that is the question isn’t it?” She paused, and I just looked at her. Was she being stupid on purpose? She sighed and re-crossed her legs. “Macey, it seems there’s a bit of an anomaly with your blood. I’m afraid further testing is required.”
“Yeah, well, you can do your further tests in ten years when it’s your turn again.”
“I’m afraid it’s not that easy.”
I got up and went to her. She remained seated and seemed unaffected by my menacing approach. “Easy?” I said in her face. “What part of this entire process do you imagine is easy? The part where my whole family watched my little brother die in this awful place? Or the part where you killed my best friend with your tests? Or the part where I got to be the youngest person ever to be tested? What part of all that is easy?”
“Macey, this is not up for negotiation. One more test will be administered in the morning, and depending on the results, we will move forward from there.”
“WHAT?” I yelled. She jumped in a very satisfying way. “So, if it doesn’t go your way, you’ll keep me here until it does? Is this what you did to Alex? Just kept testing on him until he died? How is this an accepted practice? My parents didn’t say this was how it was. What happened?”
“This isn’t how it is, Macey. Normally, each person gets one test, and, if they survive, are sent home. You are a special case.”
“I knew that already.” I pointed to myself. “Youngest person to get a date, remember?”
“I don’t have the answers you want, Macey. All I can tell you is that they want to run another test before they do anything rash.”
“Rash. Like let me go home? Oh, the humanity!” She just looked at me over the steel-framed glasses perched at the end of her nose. Even her high heels were white. What kind of doctor wears white high heels? One that doesn’t get very dirty, that’s who.
“Please, sit down.” She gestured toward the bed.
Reluctantly, I went over and took a seat. It made a papery crunching sound I hadn’t noticed when I got up. “Comfy.”
She didn’t respond. For a few moments we just looked at each other.
“So now what? Can I call my folks at least to tell them I’m okay for now?”
“No. I’m sorry, that won’t be allowed.”
“Because you don’t want them to find out you’re breaking the rules and testing me twice in one shot?”
“Because there just won’t be time. It’s very late, and you’ll need to eat, sleep and be up bright and early again tomorrow.”
“That’s a flimsy excuse. Besides, you didn’t let me eat before the last test, why are you letting me eat now?”
She didn’t answer. So, I stood up and shrugged my shoulders, not knowing what else to do. “Well, if there’s so much to do, let’s get on with it.”
 
The meal they gave me—if you could call it that—was some kind of super-nutritional pill. They even measured my water intake. I mean, God forbid I should get too much water. Then, it occurred to me that there wasn’t a bathroom in my room, so maybe too much water would be a bad thing.
After that, which took about eight seconds by the way, they led me back to my room and locked me in. I was flanked by two silent men in white coats this time, not my chatterbox Natalie. I wondered what had happened to her.
That night I slept a little better, but only just. The rage I felt at facing another test was down to a dull roar. How could they possibly do this? And yet, who would stop them? If I did survive, how would I go back to a normal life, knowing what they were doing? Would I have to sign a confidentiality form, or would they think no one would believe me if I said anything anyway? How would I possibly survive again?
And then there was the test to consider. They said it would be “extreme.” I would’ve thought what they did to Mom was a bit more extreme than what they did to me. All they did was inject me and nothing happened. Had they been expecting something?
At some point the questions blurred together, and I drifted off. I dreamed of playing hide-and-seek with Joey, of movie nights with Alex, and things that hadn’t happened yet with Oliver.
I was reluctantly awake when the voice announced, “Five minutes.” It still annoyed me. I didn’t get up this time. I tried to enjoy my last few minutes in bed, even if it wasn’t my own, and even if it was a little sterile and uncomfortable. It was still better than that table I’d been strapped to all day yesterday.
When the door opened, I was snuggled down into the comforter. The two men hovered in the doorway, remaining silent.
“You know it’s rude to lurk in a woman’s doorway?” I said as I sat up. They didn’t respond. I decided there was a serious need for Social Skills 101 at the Facility.
I walked, flanked by Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum, back to the same room. I groaned when they stopped in front of it and let the laser scan them. “I hope that leaves you sterile,” I said under my breath. “Lord knows the world doesn’t need more of you chatterboxes.”
I left them at the door and found the same table in the center with Dr. Raymound standing by it ready to strap me in.
“Good morning, Macey.”
Her tone was totally flat, so I matched mine to it. “Morning.”
“Please, lie down here.” She gestured toward the table.
“I know the drill.” I looked deliberately at the mirrors. No windows today, I supposed. “I’ve done this before, remember?”
She started at my legs and worked her way up. When she got to my head, I stopped her. “Hey, why do you have to do my head? It’s uncomfortable and unnerving not being able to look around. If they’ve got the mirrors up, what’s the point? I can’t see them anyway.”
She tightened the straps more than Natalie had done, and I wasn’t sure if she was making a point or just being a jerk. “The restraints are for your own safety, not for security purposes.”
“Wow. It sure feels that way,” I said, trying to relax against the tight straps. If I do die today, I’m haunting her first, I thought.
I listened to her ridiculous white heels clamor out the door and knew by the silence I was alone in the room.
“Macey Holsinger, patient C637893, your testing is about to begin. Your testing has been labeled extreme. Due to your age, it was decided you were best suited for harsher testing. Prepare yourself. Your test begins in 3…2…1.”
“Dé·jà vu much?” I said aloud.
The same robot arm came out of the ceiling with the same needle attached to it. It stuck me in the same spot, which was getting sore now.
“Geeze, guys. You’d think you could switch arms or something.”
It retracted back into the ceiling, and again I waited.
After what seemed like hours, the voice finally asked, “Patient C637893, what are your symptoms?”
“With all this sophisticated technology, can’t you tell what my symptoms are? Aren’t you monitoring me, or if I start dying you’ll just toss me in the trash with a little basketball hoop over the top without even trying to save me?”
A little more insistently this time the voice asked, “Patient C637893, what are your symptoms?”
“For heaven’s sake. None. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist.” No wonder they hadn’t found a cure. It was in the hands of a bunch of idiots.
The tell-tale whooshing sound indicated someone was coming into the room.
“Done trying to kill me yet?”
Dr. Raymound ignored the question and started to undo my restraints wordlessly.
“So, what now?”
“Now you will be moved to a different part of the Facility. I think you’ll find your accommodations to be more pleasant.”
“I don’t want more pleasant accommodations. I want to go home!”
“Macey, we will sedate you again if needed.”
“You will tell me what’s going on here! Why am I your hostage?”
She looked to the mirror behind me, and I whirled around. It became a window, and the voice of a man came over the intercom.
“Patient C637893—”
“Macey! My name is Macey. If you’re going to hold me hostage, you could at least use my name.”
He shifted his weight and started again. “Macey Holsinger. You have just been intravenously exposed to the disease without vaccination. You are unaffected. It has been determined that the key to the cure is you.”




 
PART 2



CHAPTER 19
 
SPEECHLESS. FOR THE first time in my life, I was rendered speechless. Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum came in and carried me out of the room.
As they lifted me by my arms, I could only manage a small protest. “But I—”
They manhandled me down the hall through a different part of the Facility. The room they eventually dumped me in was much larger and well-furnished. There was a desk, a dresser, actual finishes like art and a vase with a flower in it, and the pièce de résistance: a window! I hadn’t seen sunlight in almost three days, so I went to it immediately. A single tree, grass and blue sky made up my view. It looked like a small hedge of some kind ran under my window. I was taking it all in when Dr. Raymound came in.
“Macey. Can I speak with you?”
“I think you’ve already demonstrated that you can.”
She pulled out the desk chair and gestured toward the bed for me to sit. I folded my arms and leaned against the dresser right next to the window so I could feel the sunlight on my skin.
As she stared at me in that deadpan way only employees of the Facility could, I decided to open the conversation. “So when can I go home?”
“You can’t.”
“I’m sorry?”
“Macey, you are the cure. You will have to stay here. But, you will be given every comfort you want, within reason. All you have to do is ask.”
“Comfort? Like what?”
“Drawing paper? Canvas? Paint? Pencils? I heard you’re quite the artist. At any rate, whatever you need.”
I looked down at my stark white shoes. “I need home.”
I thought I saw a twinkle in her eye. “Macey, think of the lives you will save! Your parents will never have to have a date again, nor will they be at risk to get the disease. And all thanks to you.”
“My parents?” The mention of them threw me off track. “When can I call them?”
She hesitated. “You can’t.”
“Why not?” I was starting to get irritated.
“Your parents…” she hesitated.
“My parents…” I prodded.
“Well, they were told you died during the experiment.”
“WHAT? Why on EARTH would you do that? I’m fine! At least if I have to stay here, let me have some of my connections to home!”
“Macey, what good would that do, except to torture you both? They wouldn’t be able to come visit you, nor would you be able to go visit them. Ever. There are too many contamination risks. It’s better if they can make a clean break and move on with their lives.”
“Move on with their lives?” I yelled. “Their youngest son died from the disease years ago, now their only child left has supposedly died from her date? How are they supposed to move on from that?”
I started to panic. Needing to sit down, I moved over to the bed.
“It will be okay.” She tried to comfort me, but it came across in that flat tone she overused. It was too robotic to do anything but make me more panicky. This would be my life now, surrounded by emotionless, sterile people who didn’t care about me, only that I was some link to the ever-elusive cure.
“I don’t understand. Isn’t this good news? You plastered my name all over the news when I was chosen as the youngest person to have a date. Shouldn’t you be doing the same now?” My voice got a bit louder. “In fact, shouldn’t you be compensating my family enormously? If I have to stay here, shouldn’t you be paying them for my sacrifice? My loss of income, as it were?”
“If you would like, that can be arranged.”
I glared at her. “It’s a start.”
We’d reached a stalemate, and silence settled over the room. She made no move to leave, and I made no move to avert my glare. If you could kill a person with a look, I decided to discover the way right then and there.
But then, the image of my parents getting the call came into my mind. Their devastation threatened to overwhelm me, and I sagged in the bed.
“Are you okay?” She stood reaching for a mask in her pocket. Covering her face with it she asked, “Are you symptomatic?”
“No.” I looked at her as she eyed me suspiciously. “Can you be an actual person for just a second?” She didn’t respond, but I pressed on anyway. “What if it’s not okay? What if my parents don’t recover from this story you’ve created? This reality you’ve made for them? You’ve put them through unnecessary heartache.”
“Unnecessary in your opinion.”
“Answer the question.”
“I’m not sure I understand it.”
I sighed. “Of course you don’t. You’re some kind of emotionless robot, aren’t you? Don’t you have a family? Someone you go home to at night?” I shook my head. I was getting away from the point. “You know what, I don’t even care. My point is, what will the Facility do if my parents can’t recover and start on a downward spiral? That is not an acceptable outcome.”
“I understand. That is duly noted, and we will do everything we can to make sure your parents are cared for.”
“Like what? I don’t want vague answers here. This is my family you’ve destroyed. You!” I pointed at her, trying to reach some tiny emotion inside. “How are you going to fix it?”
She consulted the clipboard in her lap and lifted a page, then another. “Well, like I said, we will financially compensate them at your request. We can also send a counselor out there at regular intervals to make sure they are in good mental health.”
“You will also tell them they are exempt from all further dates.”
She hesitated. “Um, I’m not sure I have the authority for that.”
I stood and moved towards her. “You will tell them they are exempt from all further dates.” I shook my head, exhaling the breath I was holding in anger. “When you tell the world of this supposed momentous discovery is your prerogative. Why you don’t shout it from the mountaintops is a mystery to me, but whatever. You will tell my parents that because of the losses my family has endured, they will not be subject to any further testing. This is not negotiable.”
She shifted her weight in the chair. “I’ll see what I can do.”
It was the best I could hope for, so I sat back down on the bed. “Fine.”
“Is there anything else?”
“No.”
She stood to go, but I thought of one thing. “Oh, I know of one thing. Stop coming into my room unannounced. I might be your hostage, but I’m still a person and I demand to be treated as such. Simple privacies and basic respect are expected from here on out.”
“Fine. In light of that, I think you’ll like what’s behind that door by your bed.”
“Door?” I turned, and it just looked like a wall next to the bed. She nodded towards it, and I went to check it out.
When I stood in front of the wall, it opened with that same whooshing sound all the doors at the Facility made and revealed a state-of-the-art bathroom. It had a fully stocked vanity, a spa tub with jets, bath salts and candles spread around, a huge shower with remote temperature control and several showerheads, and a floating toilet that appeared to be mounted to the wall but not the floor. I had to admit, everything was really cool except the toilet. It creeped me out a little the way it just stuck out like that.
Everything was so white. It was cold and sterile, just like everything else in this place. This place, I thought. My home. This was my life now. I fell to my knees.
I could tell by Dr. Raymound’s muffled voice that she’d donned the mask. “Are you symptomatic?”
I grabbed a glass jar that held a candle and some beads and flung it at her. “NO! I’m never going home again! I’m never going to see my family again! I’m your stupid lab rat for the rest of my life!”
The jar shattered just near her head. She looked startled, said nothing, and left me alone. At least I’d gotten some emotion out of her.



CHAPTER 20
 
THAT WEEK PASSED like a nightmare. I’d never spent that much time apart from my family, and knowing they thought I was dead made it even worse.
My door was guarded, and I wasn’t allowed to leave my room as I was considered “unstable” and “a flight risk.” I told them they were idiots. Of course I was a flight risk. I was being held against my will. But I’m pretty sure that only earned me an extra guard outside my door.
They came three times daily to drop meals off. And, as per my request, it was actual food, not those stupid nutritional pills. Despite their protests that the pills were better and more efficiently used by your body, I wanted real food. So at the beginning of the week, they gave me a menu, and I picked out what I wanted. So far, everything had been fairly good, for prison food that is.
The leeches came daily to withdraw blood for their tests. I started to wonder if I would have enough, but then I decided it was better they test on my blood and not me, at least until they thought of that.
At night, I lay in bed looking at the moonlight streaming in through the window, longing to be out basking in it. I didn’t belong here. I belonged in Oliver’s studio, getting ready for the show. They kept telling me to think of all the lives I’d saved, but I couldn’t help thinking of my own lost life. That’s when I came up with the plan.
 
I pressed the button on the remote for Natalie. Although I never got to see her in person any more, she handled all of my requests and was available to chat at the touch of a button.
“Yes?” she asked in her normal chipper voice.
“Hey, Natalie. Can I please have some more drawing paper as well as some metal rods and scraps, a screwdriver, and a torch? I have an idea for a sculpture.”
“I’ll have to get approval for all of that, but let me see what I can do!”
Her image disappeared, and I sat back in the desk chair, satisfied with myself. You do that, I thought.
A few days later, I was informed that the request for the torch was denied because it was deemed a hazard. Until I was consistently evaluated as “mentally stable” I wouldn’t be allowed things like that, even if it was for artistic purposes. I didn’t point out that the screwdriver could also be a hazard. Everything else was delivered that afternoon, and I got to work right away.
 
To my delight, I popped the window out of the frame easily with the screwdriver. I wondered only momentarily why they’d neglected to guard my window, too gleeful that my plan was working so beautifully.
I put the framed pane of glass on the floor quietly, not wanting to alert the guards. Next came the screen, which was meant to pop to the outside. I pushed on it until it popped out. When it did, my hand went with it, and I felt a searing pain, like being burned. I yelped and retracted my hand immediately.
My skin was already blistering, and I ran to the bathroom to run it under cold water. The pain lessened minimally. I couldn’t understand what happened.
One of the guards came over the intercom. “Everything alright in there?”
“Yes. Just dropped something on my foot.”
“I didn’t hear a crash. I only heard you screaming.”
“I wasn’t screaming. Mind your business!”
“We’re coming in to check it out.”
Panic. I glanced at the windowpane on the floor, and the screen resting eschew against the frame. “No, I’m fine, really. You don’t need to come in here. I’m not dressed.”
No response. I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. I patted my hand dry, gritting my teeth through the pain, and went to the window just in case. Before I could get the pane of glass back in place they came back on the intercom.
“Alright, we’ve not been given clearance to come in if you say you’re okay.”
“I am. I promise.”
Silence.
I collapsed into the desk chair, a mixture of relief and pain flooding through me. My hand was a blistered mess, my poor fingers red, swollen and horribly painful.
How would I explain this to the leeches tomorrow? I tried to flex my fingers and nearly cried out in pain for a second time. I slapped my good hand over my mouth, knowing another outburst would send in the clowns.
Looking at the window, I decided my hand was my more immediate problem. I called Natalie.
“Yes?”
“Hey, can I get a glass of ice water please? I’m thirsty.”
“Right away!”
I knew I had about two minutes before the drink arrived. Maybe I should’ve fixed the window before I called, I thought. Too late now. Hoping they wouldn’t notice the screen, I popped the window back into place and went back into the bathroom. When they knocked I was ready for them.
Acting like I was washing my hands, I hollered, “Come in!”
When the lackey did, I told him, “Just set it on my desk please. Thanks.” He didn’t even make eye contact, which made it easier to hide my hand.
When the door was securely shut behind him, I grabbed a washcloth from under the sink, wet it and filled it with ice from the glass. I tenderly rested it against my tortured hand and hoped for the best. I watched the sun set through my possessed window and sighed. It was going to be a long night.
 
It was easier than I thought it would be to hide my hand the following day. When they came to take my blood, I offered the other arm, and held my hand behind my back while they took a few vials. They still weren’t really treating me like an actual person, so unless I engaged them, they pretty much came, sucked my blood and left. They didn’t even look at my face, let alone my burned hand.
When they left, I had some time to myself to think about the window and what had gone wrong, or at least I thought I did.
“Macey?” It was Natalie buzzing in. I was grateful I’d instituted a “no video feed until I answered the call” rule, or she would’ve seen me nosing around the window.
I hopped down and went to the screen. “Yes?”
“The people upstairs would like to see the progress you’re making with your sculpture.”
“My what?”
“Your sculpture. The one you said you were making with the supplies you asked for a few days ago?”
Ah, crap. “I’m not finished with it. I don’t like to show that stuff off before I’m done with it. Oliver, the artist I worked for, always said it could create a bad impression.”
She frowned and leaned into the camera, lowering her voice. “Impression or not, you’re gonna have to show them something if you want more supplies.”
I sighed. “So that’s how it is, huh?”
“They just want to make sure you’re doing what you say you’re doing.” She looked left and right then raised her voice to normal levels. “So you’ll be ready to show them your piece when?”
“Can I have one more day?”
“Tomorrow will be great! I will tell them.” The screen went dark.
Awesome. Now I had to come up with some phony sculpture to show so they’d leave me alone. I stared longingly at the window then looked at the pile of scraps on the desk.
“Well, I better get to work.”
 
Creating anything, let alone a decent sculpture, was difficult enough on such short notice, but doing it with a useless hand took difficult to a new level. By the next day, I had successfully fashioned a hunk of metal attached to a base. I prayed they wouldn’t know enough about art to know it was a piece of crap.
After they took my blood, I was paraded with Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum down to the room where my testing was done. The table was still positioned in the center, so I walked in and put my “sculpture” on it.
No one was in the room with me. I felt like an exhibit at the zoo with everyone looking at me through the windows.
There were roughly nine people including Dr. Raymound looking at me through the windows, though she was the only one I recognized. I looked at them all, and they all looked blankly back at me.
“Well, here it is.” I gestured with my good hand unceremoniously towards it. “Satisfied?”
“Quite.” Dr. Raymound said. “It’s very interesting. Are you happy with it?”
That was an odd question for them, being that they never asked me how I felt about anything, unless it had to do with being symptomatic. “No. I’m not. I had to come up with an entirely new technique since I wasn’t allowed a torch. It’s a work-in-progress, that’s for sure.”
“Well, we look forward to seeing your progress. Thank you for showing this draft to us.”
“What do you mean? I have to do this again?”
“Well yes. We’re all very interested to see what you’re doing.”
“You mean you’re interested to see the artist I could’ve been if you hadn’t stolen my life from me?”
She leaned into the glass and pointed at me. “And it’s comments like that that will keep the torch out of your hands.”
“Yes, well, sometimes the truth hurts, doesn’t it?”
The door opened and Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum flanked the doorway.
“We expect showings of your progress three times a week. That’ll be all, Macey.”
I glared at her and walked out. They were on to me. Or at least someone thought they were. But they had no proof. So they thought they’d keep me busy.
It’s a setback, I thought as I tossed the hunk of metal onto the bed. Three days a week still left me with four days to work on the window.
 
During the day I worked on the sculpture, trying to make it look like something I could call finished when I was ready to leave. At night, I fussed with the window, scared to try to breech the screen again and equally as scared not to.
I managed to use the screw driver to make a pile of wood shavings from a spot in the back of the vanity in the bathroom. I hated to destroy that beautiful room, but I needed the shavings from somewhere discreet. That night I set my lamp up near the window, scooped a handful of shavings up and stood in front of the hole in my wall where the window and screen were moments before.
“Well, here goes.” I took a deep breath and blew the shavings into the space. They illuminated a shield around my window. I watched the flakes shimmer against the light and almost cried. It was beautiful, the sight of my imprisonment.
 
The next day, I decided to investigate further. After my presentation, I went to the window. I’d gotten quite good at getting the screen out without touching the shield, but this time, I had something else in mind.
I popped the screen out, but then deliberately laid it in the path of the shield. It didn’t burn like my skin did, and I was kind of relieved. Looking at it, I wondered what I would’ve done if it had gotten destroyed. Instead of melt like I thought it might, it developed a bright pink glow all around where it touched the shield. It was so beautiful I had to resist the urge to touch it.
When I withdrew the screen, I hesitantly touched it to see if it was hot. Cool to my touch, I puzzled at it. I pulled the screen all the way into my room and set it aside. Sticking my head carefully inside the window frame, I inspected it. There it was. Just inside the frame, resting between the windowpane and the screen, was a small box that emitted a faint beam. It appeared to be the key to my imprisonment. I retrieved the screwdriver and set to work disabling it.
It actually didn’t take much. The cover came off easily, exposing wires and mechanisms I didn’t understand. I didn’t think it much mattered, though, when I was trying to keep it from working, not fix it. I pulled a wire out, and nothing happened. The beam remained steady. I pulled a chip out, and still the beam remained steady. Then, I just started tearing at it, pulling out anything I could get my two fingers on. Finally, the beam went dim, but an ear piercing alarm went off in its place.
Immediately, my hands went to my ears to try and protect them. I looked around the room and knew it would be only moments before they came bursting in. Scrambling, I replaced the screen and the window and went to my desk.
When they came in, I held my hands over my ears with my sculpture in front of me, screwdriver by its side.
I could tell they were speaking to me, but I couldn’t hear what they were saying.
One of the men held up a remote, and the alarm stopped. Dr. Raymound came into my room. “What is going on in here?” She appeared a little out of breath.
I smiled inwardly at rumpling her feathers a bit. “You tell me. I’ve been sitting here working on my sculpture, and that stupid alarm went off.”
The men looked unsure, and Dr. Raymound was unconvinced. “Oh, really? You weren’t doing anything at all? Just sitting at your desk working on your sculpture?” She walked over to the window, and I tried to be calm, focusing on keeping my breath a normal pace.
“So the shield on your window just disabled itself?”
One of the men spoke. “We need maintenance to room 353 now.”
Stay cool, I thought. They need you. What else can they do to you? “Maybe it was a squirrel or something. I didn’t even know there was a shield on the window.” I paused and glared at her. “Although I can’t say I’m surprised.”
The maintenance man appeared, and Dr. Raymound addressed him. “Get this fixed immediately.” She turned to me. “In the meantime, you’ll come with me.”
I assumed they’d take me back to the testing room, but we took an unexpected turn. Dr. Raymound stood in front of the laser box, and the door opened. She and I went inside, and the two men with her waited by the door. Her office was almost homey feeling, except for how white everything was: the walls and floors of course, but also the desk, the office chair, even the plush chair across from her desk was white. The only splash of color in the room was a green fern in a white pot on the floor in the corner. It seemed out of place.
“What is you people’s thing against color?” I said as I flopped into the chair across from her desk. For someone as hard as Dr. Raymound, her chair was quite soft and comfortable.
She ignored the question as she sat down at her desk. “Macey, we’ve tried really hard to make this whole thing as comfortable for you as possible. However, your continued resistance is making things,” she paused. “Difficult. There are several members of the committee, myself included, who feel we are being too lenient with you.”
“Well, I suppose you never can restrict your prisoner’s actions too much. Don’t you agree?”
Her voice wavered from its normal monotone, and anger crept in. “And it’s that ungrateful and uncooperative attitude that endangers what liberties you do have.”
“I’m sorry. What exactly am I supposed to be grateful for? The fact that you’ve told my friends and family that I died so you could do what you want with me? Or maybe the fact that you’re keeping me here against my will? More than that, how am I being uncooperative with you? I subjected myself to two rounds of testing, and now you,” I pointed at her with my burned hand, “come and take my blood every day like a bunch of vampires!”
“What happened to your hand?”
I withdrew it immediately. “What? Nothing. I hurt it working on my sculpture.”
“Did you request medical attention?” She opened a screen and searched my request records.
“No, it’s fine. It’ll be good as new in no time.”
“May I see it?”
“I’d rather not. It’s a little tender still.”
She stared at me. I stared back. If she wanted a battle of wills, I was certainly up for the challenge.
She gave up on that battle and went back to the main war. “My point is, Macey, that you’re on thin ice. And with this escape attempt—”
I cut her off. “It wasn’t an escape attempt. Unless you’re keeping the squirrels trapped in here as well.”
Impatience poured off her. If I wasn’t in danger of losing my ability to escape, I might have reveled in her irritation. “With this latest escape attempt, I will be requesting further restrictions be placed on you.”
She leaned forward on her desk, her look softening. “Macey. You don’t seem to understand or appreciate how close we are to saving humanity. You are the cure, Macey. Without you, we might never have found it.”
I leaned forward and leveled with her gaze. “If that’s true, then shouldn’t you be treating me like the gold I am?”
“What do you think we’ve been doing? Protecting you, keeping you safe. These are our priorities!”
“Huh. Well, what you call protection, I call imprisonment.”
“It’s your responsibility to interpret your situation how you see fit.” She turned and opened a drawer near her desk to retrieve a book. Taking a deep breath, she pushed it toward me. “Perhaps this will help you see things a bit more clearly.”
Skeptical, I looked from her to the book. “So far, no dice.”
“Oh, my God, Macey! Just take it!”
I reached for it. The book was nothing special. A brown, blank cover surrounded yellowed, fragile pages. “What’s in it?”
She sighed and looked at me, her eyes pleading. Pleading for what, I wondered. Cooperation? Submission? “It’s a history.” She paused and looked at the book. “A history of the disease.”
I dropped the book like it was a hot coal. “But no one knows how the disease started.” I looked at the book, disgusted, but I wasn’t sure why. It was information I shouldn’t have, no one should have. “Is it just speculative? That’s it, right? Just theories on how we got to leading lambs to the slaughter in the name of the cure?”
“No. It’s a documented history of what actually happened.”
Reaching out slowly but deliberately for the book, I looked at it with new eyes. “But, I thought-”
“Yes, well. You won’t think anymore. Once you’ve read that, you’ll know.” She turned to her screen like she hadn’t just dropped information that could change everything in my lap. “You may go, Patient C637893.”
 
My room looked the same, like the maintenance man hadn’t even been in it, invading my space and taking away my freedom. I tossed the book on the desk and flopped onto my bed, thinking about what Dr. Raymound had said to me. How else could I interpret the situation? They’d taken everything from me: my family, my home, my life. And for what?
The book called to me from the desk. Could it have the answers I was looking for? The spine creaked with age as I curled up on the bed with it.
 
December, 2020
Herein follows the account of what is now being called “the disease”. Patient Zero has yet to be identified. Finding that person, and subsequently the origin of the disease, is vital to containment.
This is what we know to this point:
There is a 100 percent fatality rate.
It is fast-moving, resulting in death 48 to 72 hours after exposure.
It is highly contagious. Victims have been exposed many ways and all met the same end.
It is indiscriminate. Victims seem unrelated in any way. All races, genders, and countries are vulnerable at this time.
In the last week, 113 people have died, and 257 cases have been reported.
This is the worst outbreak I’ve ever seen. If I don’t find answers soon, we may all be in grave danger.
– Z
 
Grave danger, I thought, tossing the book to the end of the bed. It slid off and clunked to the floor. Thank you Captain Obvious. This Z person didn’t tell me anything I didn’t already know. And he certainly didn’t even address any of my questions.
I glanced over at the window. There had to be a way out. There just had to.
 
Over the next few days, I didn’t mess with the window. I focused on drawing and adding a piece or two to the metal heap everyone referred to as my sculpture. Part of me feared I was being watched, and another part of me didn’t have any ideas. Oliver’s show was mere weeks away. I had to come up with something. I had to get back to my family, my normal life.
I did give the book another chance. I felt a little bad for tossing it aside like that. It was pretty old after all. Most of it was boring medical jargon that didn’t give me any answers. But then, I came across something interesting.
 
Dr. Jed Zion was claimed by the disease March 21, 2021. We warned him about working so closely with the patients. To date, it has claimed 2,854 lives, with at least that many sick at the time of documentation.
We think we may have found the origin. There was no Patient Zero. Evidence suggests it may have been a purposeful infection/exposure. No terrorist groups are claiming the action at this time, and the extreme nature doesn’t point to any one group. Some are theorizing it came from our enemies in the Middle East, although the sophistication of the disease makes me doubt they have the resources.
No, I suspect it was an American who started this on our own soil. God, it looks horrible in black and white like that. As much as it pains me to say it, that’s where the evidence is leading me.
 
Oh, my God. I thought. “Someone did this on purpose?” I said it out loud to my empty room. I couldn’t get my mind around it. Why would someone do such a terrible thing? I’d read about terrorists in my history class, but they seemed like such an abstract subject. Here and now, I was affected by one. In light of everything, I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Violated? Punished? Outraged? All of the above. I read on, always hoping for more information.
 
The government has declared martial law in the affected areas and has locked down the origin cities in an attempt to keep it contained. Travel in and out is completely restricted. I only hope it works.
– Dr. Sarah Raymound
 
Raymound? So, Dr. Raymound had a vested family interest in curing the disease. No wonder she was working so hard to keep me here.
I read over the sentences again. Martial law? I went over to the screen and touched it to activate it. “What is martial law?” I asked.
That same woman’s voice, the one who told me Alex was dead, responded. It set me on edge. “Martial law is the imposition of military forces in an emergency situation in order to regain control. It usually involves revocation of civil rights, curfews, etc.”
So, that’s how it started. We’d been under martial law for over a hundred years. And what good had it done? I sat on the edge of the bed. What good had it done? They’d found a cure, hadn’t they? All I had to do was submit to their martial law forever and everyone would be “saved”.
I scoffed at them, alone in my room. “Maybe you should’ve picked a different sacrificial lamb.”
 
Three weeks after my date, I was working on a drawing of my parents when an idea came to me. The sculpture was sitting in the windowsill, stagnant. I’d told them I’d finished it shortly after I disabled the shield so I hadn’t had to pretend to work on it in a while. I set the lump of metal attached to the circular base to the dresser and popped the window out of the frame. Once the screen was free, I retrieved the sculpture and held it into the shield. It was too much to hope for. The pink glow grew above the sculpture but not below it.
I sighed. There was only one way to test it for sure. I looked at my barely healed hand, still scarred from the first time I stuck it into the shield. Saying a silent apology to my mangled appendage, I slammed my eyes shut, held my breath, and stuck my hand into the shield, under the sculpture.
Nothing happened. I ventured a peek out of one eye. Both sculpture and hand remained in the path of the shield, but the sculpture was deflecting it. Carefully, I removed my hand, then the sculpture, and replaced the screen and window.
I sat down at my desk looking at the key to my escape and pondered the last problem that stood between me and freedom: supplies. As much as I would’ve liked a giant piece of sheet metal to prop in the window, I knew they wouldn’t let me have something like that. I glanced into the bathroom, wondering if one of the doors from the vanity would work. They were about the right size and shape, but I knew they weren’t metal. They were some kind of glass or plastic. I went over to the vanity anyway and opened the cupboard. The inside of the door gleamed silver at me, begging me to believe it was metal, but I just didn’t. It was too easy. Several hooks were attached to the inside of the door, for jewelry I guessed (although that seemed dumb since we weren’t allowed any possessions from our lives before). I tried to see how they were fixed to the door, assuming they were just glued. When I pulled on one of them, it came off easily. I stared at the hook in my hand. Was it a magnet? I held the hook close to the door, and it closed the distance, sticking fast. This was too good to be true!
My excitement grew as I retrieved the screwdriver and removed the door from the vanity. After I popped the window and screen out again, I held the door in the path of the shield with what I hoped was the metal side up. It was awkward, but all I was trying to do at that moment was determine if the sheet was in fact metal, or would at least protect me. The same pink glow bounced off the top of the door, but not the bottom. Hopeful, I stuck my arm under the door. Nothing. I removed it for inspection. Nothing. Not even a hair singed.
I looked at the clock: 3:30 p.m. It would be two hours before they brought my dinner. I hoped that would be enough time. Retrieving some leftover screws from my sculpture project, I put one on each side of the window frame, letting them both hang out. They would serve as supports for the door.
My first attempt to slide the door in place wasn’t terribly successful. It ended up crashing to the bottom of the frame. I held my breath, waiting for a reaction to the sudden noise. When none came, I unscrewed both supports to make them longer and hoped they were still in enough to support the weight of the door.
Round two was much more successful. I slid the door in place easily. I stood back and assessed my accomplishment. I should be able to fit through there easily. But before I did, I had just one more thing to do. I removed the door and put the window back as it should be. As tempted as I was to just go, I needed more time to get away than the forty-five minutes that were left before dinner. If I waited until after dinner, I’d have a full belly and about fourteen hours before they came in for breakfast. Besides, I had packing to do.
I didn’t have a backpack, or anything handy like that. So, I tied a long sleeved shirt over one shoulder and made a little satchel out of it. First I retrieved the stores I’d been skimping off my meals since I decided to escape. I hoped they would get me home. Then I packed the drawings I’d done since finishing the sculpture. I’d put the finishing touches on the one of my parents by adding Joey and me to the background. We were transparent and sort of ghostly, looking over my parents in a place we couldn’t be.
I also did a political cartoon similar to the one I did of Alex, but with me on the chopping block instead. I did it with Oliver in mind, not that he’d ever see it.
As I stuffed it into my bag, I thought, Maybe he will. Maybe I’ll get to see him! My pulse raced at the thought. Maybe I could have my life back.
The bell for dinner interrupted my train of thought. I tossed my satchel under the bed and hollered as casually as I could, “Yeah! Come in!”
They brought in my dinner just like they had every day for the last three weeks. No eye contact, set it on the desk, leave.
“Thanks!” I said to the orderly’s back as he walked out the door. I ate everything that was perishable, and put the protein bar, package of crackers, fruit cup and bottle of water in my pack.
After the window was ready, I stood in my room and took a breath. With nothing to lose, I seized my freedom with both hands.
 
I tossed the bag out first, not wanting to bump the door loose, then I grabbed the sculpture and put that just outside the window. Finally, it was my turn. I climbed up on the chair, sucked in a breath and carefully wiggled through the frame. My shoulders were a tight fit, but I was able to do it without too much difficulty. My hips were another story. I didn’t want to force it, for fear of knocking the door down and burning myself in half. Wiggling left and right, inch by inch, I freed myself. All that was left were my legs. I pulled them free easily and stood in the grass outside my window.
It was dark outside, and the stars twinkled, as if winking their approval at my escape. I snatched my pack and turned toward the window. As a parting gift, I left the sculpture in the window, my final “Up yours!”
With that task completed, I took off in the direction I hoped would lead me home.



CHAPTER 21
 
I MADE IT to the first city outside the Facility easily, but I soon discovered the city wasn’t where I wanted to be. I was too inconspicuous in my white-on-white with my make-shift pack. Even in the middle of the night, I was too obvious.
I hid in the bushes, trying to get my bearings. Fairly certain what city this was, I mentally calculated how long it would take me to get home. A day, maybe two if I got held up.
Two guys sat down at a bench nearby and interrupted my train of thought. What are they doing out at this hour? I wondered.
“Did you hear about the escape?” His voice was low and gritty, like maybe he smoked.
My ears perked up immediately. “Yeah. They won’t say who it was, just that it’s a girl, and we should report her if we spot her. How are we supposed to spot her if we don’t know what she looks like?” His friend’s voice was quieter and much less distinctive.
“I’m guessing her Facility clothing will give her away,” the smoker said. “Don’t you remember that white-on-white crap they make you wear while you’re there?”
“I don’t really remember much about being there.”
“Well, anyway, can you imagine escaping? Why would you want to do that? It’s not like you could just go back to your life. They’ll find her, no doubt about it. I wonder what they’ll do to her when they do. Why not just do what they wanted and get it over with like the rest of us?”
“The rest of us that survived, anyway.”
“Point taken.” The smoker paused. “I wonder if we’ll ever hear when they do find her.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, people will want to know what they do to her. But if they never announce that the found her, they never have to say what they did to her for running away.”
“You can bet on one thing,” the quieter man said. “No matter what they were going to do on her date, her sentence is laid before her.”
“Hey, what are you doing?” That didn’t fit in with the conversation. Confused, I looked around. To my horror, a man was standing in front of me shining a flashlight at my feet.
“You there, in the bushes, what are you doing?” He moved the beam to my face, blinding me to the surroundings.
I groped for my pack and darted off to the left just beyond his reach.
“Hey!” he shouted, but I didn’t look back.
One foot in front of the other. Focus on that. I thought. I could hear the footfalls just behind me, hear the shouts, “It’s her! Someone grab her!” I could almost feel the hands closing on me.
“No!” I said as a burst of speed carried me into the nearby woods. Weaving in and out of the trees, I put some distance between me and my pursuers. When I felt like there was enough time, I shimmied up a tree and waited, trying to quiet my breathing.
With every gasp of air, I knew they would find me. Soon, I heard their footsteps coming for me.
“Do you see her?” one voice shouted.
“If I did, I wouldn’t still be looking for her.”
I caught sight of one of them, dressed in all white, waving his flashlight beam back and forth. A Facility worker. I nearly threw up. How had they gotten here so quickly? I thought I had fourteen hours before they even knew I was gone.
The two stopped right below the tree I was in, and I held my breath. The taller one leaned against the tree and clicked off his flashlight. Dappled moonlight shone through the trees onto my pursuers.
“We lost her. I can’t believe it. They’ll have our heads.”
“And hers when they find her.” He raised his voice. “They will find you eventually.” It echoed in the woods. “Just think of the lives you could be saving right now. Mine. His. Those folks in the park. Your family. But no. You’re too selfish. If you had it your way, we’d all die.” He turned to his cohort but kept his voice raised so I could hear him. “Lucky for us they’ll find you.”
The tall one lowered his voice, thinking I wouldn’t be able to hear him. “What if we don’t find her?”
“Then she wins, and the sentence is on us.”
 
As night crept on, I was still perched in that tree. The Facility workers were long gone, but I was frozen in place by their words. I had been hearing them over and over for the last three weeks, but suddenly they had new meaning. By running away, I’d sentenced everyone to their dates again, even my parents. Knowing the Facility, they would find a way to enlist my parents again. And this time, they would be prime targets.
I squeezed my eyes shut and the word selfish rolled around my mind’s eye. No one had ever called me that before. Worst of all, it was true.
What am I doing? I thought about my parents, and how they would feel if they knew the truth. Would they want me to run away? What about Alex, marching dutifully to his date? And Oliver? Would running make him proud?
So close to my parents, it was so tempting to just go home. After all that running, I figured I was a little more than half day’s walk from them. In twelve hours or less I could be in their arms, in my own home, and sleeping in my own bed.
I sighed. That wouldn’t happen, though. My life was forever changed, and the man on the bench was right. I couldn’t just waltz back into my home and presume to think everything would be normal. They thought I was dead, and they would want to know why they were lied to. More than that, the Facility would probably check my house first. They would never just let me stay there, and go back to working for Oliver.
Hiding. I could go into hiding. Certain my parents would help me do that, my spirits started to brighten. But what would that mean for them? Would helping me run destroy their lives as well? Would they quit their jobs and run with me? If not, I’d never see them again, anyway. Then what was the point of running? I could run alone. After all, I was an adult. I didn’t need their help for everything. Could I survive on my own like this, constantly on the run? Who wanted to live like that? And for what? To save my own skin while I watched the people around me die either from the disease or their date? What if I found out my parents had been killed while I ran? What if they die when I could’ve stopped it?
As the sun rose, spreading sunlight across the woods, I leaned my head back against the tree’s trunk, knowing which sentence to choose.



CHAPTER 22
 
BEING SO CLOSE to my family, I couldn’t go back to the Facility without saying goodbye. I picked my way through the woods and came to the edge of our town, near the park. Watching the people go about their lives, I knew this was what I would be preserving. Life. Normalcy. Love. That was worth it.
Carefully, I made my way back to my house. I didn’t want to get caught so close to home. I felt like the Facility workers would be crawling all over. I cut through backyards and side alleyways to avoid being seen as best I could.
Before I was ready, I was face-to-face with my house. What would I give to walk in and be greeted by Rosie, and embraced by my parents? I took a shuddering breath and reached into my pack from my hiding place. Removing the picture I’d drawn of us, I kissed their image.
One last check to make sure no one was around, and I darted across the street, into the yard, and found myself on my front porch. My front porch. All it would take is reaching out for the door handle, and I could be inside with my family again. My dad’s voice stopped me from making contact with the doorknob.
“Hon! Have you seen the remote?” I could tell he was walking around looking for it.
My mom’s voice was never loud enough to hear her responses when they yelled across the house like that.
“I checked there. I don’t remember carrying it anywhere!” It seemed like it was business as usual at their house. That’s right, it was their house now, not my house. I lowered my hand to my side and took a deep breath. They would be safer this way. I would be safer this way. Really, everyone would be safer this way. I took the picture I’d drawn of the four of us out of my pack. I kissed their faces before tucking the image under the doormat, so the corner was sticking out. I also slipped my political cartoon under the mat as well, in an envelope marked ‘Oliver.’ I hoped he would understand.
I glanced around and darted behind some bushes in the yard, grabbing a stone along the way. This would be the hard part.
The stone hit the door with remarkable accuracy, and I mentally patted myself on the back. After a few heartbeats, I started searching for another when my dad opened the door. There he was. Mere steps from me. He looked around before shrugging. I started to panic, thinking maybe he wouldn’t see the message. He started to close the door when something caught his eye. He bent to retrieve the paper from under the doormat when Mom came up behind him.
“Who is it?” she asked before her eyes landed on the paper Dad held.
Confusion was the first readable emotion I could see on their faces. Mom’s hand went to her mouth, and Dad embraced her with his free arm. She melted into him gladly. He kissed her forehead but didn’t take his eyes off the image. Soon they were both crying. They turned towards each other and embraced, burying their faces in each other’s shoulders.
And that is how I had to leave them. Because if I didn’t walk away right then, I would’ve run to them. Tears streaming down my own face, I crept from the bushes and headed back to my new home.



CHAPTER 23
 
I WENT BACK the way I came, but I was much less cautious about being seen. Instead of spending the night in the tree, I slept on the ground fairly comfortably. I finished off the last of my rations the day before, so from that perspective, I was rather looking forward to getting back to the Facility for a solid meal. At least I had enough water, since I’d filled my bottle at a spigot back by my parent’s house.
So the next day when I walked up the driveway to the Facility, I felt resolved, if hungry, dirty, and a little worse for the wear. Quite frankly, I was a little sad they hadn’t picked me up on my way back. The car ride would’ve made the trip a lot more comfortable and faster. If walking was the price of saying goodbye, though, I was okay with that.
Nerdy McSocialskills was waiting for me when I walked up. “Hey! Fancy seeing you here!” I said.
He didn’t respond, of course, except to say, “This way.”
We walked back to the sanitation room, and they sanitized me all over again. The whole time I kept wondering what they would do to me and why it had seemed like they were expecting me. In fact, why hadn’t they taken me at my parents’ house? What if I had decided to go inside? Would they have let me? I knew they were a little slow socially, but they couldn’t be that dumb. They must’ve been watching the house.
While I sat in the sanitation chamber, the whole scenario played out. My hand hovering over the doorknob, listening to Dad search for the remote, the Facility cronies shouting “STOP!” and storming the house. Mom and Dad coming to the door just in time to see me carried away, fighting against my captors, yelling my goodbye. Tears would have been shed, just as they were, but those tears would’ve been bitter, not bittersweet. I’d known no compassion from the Facility before, so the way they’d allowed things to play out bewildered me.
Of course they’d allowed it, of that I had no doubt. But why? What were they planning for me? Did they already have the worst in mind, so they figured they’d let me have one last “hurrah”?
Then a new set of questions bombarded me. What would the worst be? An image of myself strapped to that table permanently flashed in my mind. It played out in fast-forward while I watched myself age but not move from that spot. Sustained by intravenous drugs and nutrition, I was kept alive for the sole purpose of saving lives. No one ever spoke to me, and in fact, no one ever came into my line of sight.
I started to panic inside the chamber. They wouldn’t do that to me, would they? I’d come back voluntarily. Surely they’d see that I wouldn’t run again, that I’d submit willingly. That I’d done the right thing, and that didn’t deserve punishment.
I was hyperventilating by the time the lid lifted on the chamber. Natalie’s face fell.
“Are you okay? What’s wrong?”
“What are they going to do to me?” I managed between puffs of air.
She draped a terry cloth white robe around me to keep me warm and put her arm around me. “I don’t know for sure, Macey.”
I looked at her pleadingly. Begging her to refute what I was about to say. “I just traded my life for everyone else’s, didn’t I?”
Her eyes were full of sympathy. “Yes. I believe you did.”
 
She helped me dress and walked me down to the room. As big as this place was, I decided this was the only room they used, since they brought me here for everything.
Natalie stopped outside the door. “Good luck.” She hugged me. The first hug I’d gotten in weeks. It surprised me how good it felt, even from someone I barely knew. “We sure missed you around here.”
I smiled, not able to return the sentiment but touched all the same.
The doors opened and revealed a mostly empty room, as per usual. A single chair sat in the center, facing all the windows. I walked in and sat down, trying to take deep breaths and calm myself. I would face whatever they handed to me. This was the road I’d chosen. It hadn’t been forced on me. I’d chosen it. Somehow, that made it easier, if only marginally so.
I sat in the chair and scanned the window. The same nine people, including Dr. Raymound, sat staring back at me. It all felt very familiar and uncomfortable.
When no one said anything, I felt the need to break the tension. “So, how was everyone’s week?”
Of all people, I thought I saw Dr. Raymound lift the corner of her mouth just the tiniest bit. I couldn’t decide if she was laughing at me or smiling because they were about to sentence me, thus silencing my snarky attitude once and for all. I gulped back the thought.
Dr. Raymound was the first to speak. “We would like to offer you this opportunity to explain your recent actions.”
“Oh. Uh, sure.” My mind was whirling. I wasn’t expecting the opportunity to speak, and so I hadn’t thought through what I might say. Hoping to come up with something more intelligent than “Uh, sure”, I dove in. “You were keeping me against my will, as a prisoner. That’s why I left. I wasn’t prepared to survive my date but never get to see my family again. I thought when I came here it would be one or the other, not both. I needed to see them again, see for myself that my sacrifice was worth it, and say goodbye in my own way. Once I’d done that, I could come back here willingly. So, I’m no longer your prisoner. I’m your guest. Well, more like resident, I guess.”
There was silence as a few of the white coats talked to each other behind the glass, and a few just smiled and nodded. Dr. Raymound appeared to have softened, but it could have been a trick of the light.
It was taking kind of a long time for them to respond as they discussed among themselves, so I decided to seize the opportunity. “Hey, why didn’t you guys take me at my parents’ house? You must’ve seen me go there.”
Dr. Raymound looked at a dark-haired man; he nodded, so she explained. “We saw you at the house. We had people stationed around it immediately, knowing that’s where you would go. But when you got there, something about the way you approached gave me pause. I figured in a worst-case scenario I could always storm the house if you went inside, but something about your demeanor gave me the impression that was not your intent. And when I saw you leave the note, my suspicions were confirmed.”
I shook my head and smiled. “So if you knew I was coming back, why didn’t you have them pick me up and give me a lift? I could’ve been back here yesterday.”
She smiled mischievously. “We thought you needed the walk of shame.”
I laughed. “Fine. So, what’ll it be?”
The same dark-haired man gave her the go ahead, so she proceeded. “First of all, on a personal note, I would like to tell you how proud I am of your decision to return.”
I nearly fell out of my chair. “I’m sorry?” She was proud of me? That was bordering on kindness. From Dr. Raymound. Had I come to the right place?
Her flat expression didn’t waver. “I didn’t stutter.” I’d come to the right place all right.
“Now, escape isn’t something we take lightly, particularly in your case. Many wanted you tried as a traitor. As such, you would’ve been sentenced to death. However, in your case we needed you alive. So, you would’ve been looking at very limited liberties. If you thought you were a prisoner before, well you should’ve heard what some of the council members wanted to do to you.”
“You didn’t contribute any ideas to the pool, Dr. Raymound?”
She cleared her throat and ignored me. “When you decided on your own to return, things changed. It was more than we dared to hope for. So, with that in mind, your sentence has been decided.”
I braced myself. “You will be granted a larger room, and free rein of the Facility. We are also building a garden and outdoor space for you to draw and paint in. However, there is one condition.”
Incredulous, I couldn’t imagine what it would be. “Sculptures will not be permitted.”
I burst out laughing, and so did many of the white coats. “I’m fine with that.” I said. For the first time in weeks, I was happy. “I’m fine,” I repeated as I looked around at the smiling faces, faces that would be my new family.
“You’re more than fine,” Dr. Raymound said. “You are the cure.”



EPILOGUE
 
FIVE YEARS LATER
The disease is finally dying. I am still a resident of the Facility as they work to create a vaccine. All dates and experiments have been cancelled, and for me, that’s enough. Actual volunteers—not like I was, people who actually want to help—are used to test the vaccine; however, the tests are moderate, and usually result in immunity to the disease.
Publicly, Dr. Raymound was given credit for discovering the cure and for her work towards the subsequent vaccine. No mention of my name was ever made. They thought there would be too much attention on me, rather than on the fact that the cure had been found. I thought they didn’t want to have to tell people I’d survived and been living at the Facility all that time. Potato, potahto, I supposed. Ultimately, it didn’t really matter. It’s not like I could just wave my hand over people and cure them. I needed the doctors to do their thing as much as they needed me for the cure. So, it’s fine I didn’t get credit. I know I saved lives.
Anyway, life here isn’t so bad. Of course, I missed Oliver’s big show, but it still went very well, or so I saw on the news. But that was years ago. I’ve watched him grow in popularity from the other side of the screen, and now he’s a household name. The portrait of me is still one of his most famous pieces.
Natalie, Dr. Raymound, and the others have become my family. We celebrate birthdays together, and even honor our lost loved ones every year with a candle ceremony. I always light two, even though everyone else only holds one symbolic candle, no matter how many people they’ve lost. I found out shortly after I came back to the Facility no one working here is untouched by the disease like I thought. They’re not an elite club, and they’re not exempt. I’m not sure if that made me feel better or worse.
They even allowed me to show some of my most recent artwork anonymously at a gallery in my hometown. They set up cameras all over so I could watch the people come and sent special invitations to my parents. Oliver came on his own, and I swear he looked right at one of the cameras, even though Natalie assured me they were well hidden. We made eye contact across the miles, and for one second I had a glimpse of what my life could have been. But even that didn’t last. Without the cure, who knows what would have been.
My show was very well received, and now the art community is a-buzz with who this new artist might be. I watched a TV spot about it shortly after the show that interviewed Oliver.
“Do you know the artist? They seem to have some of your techniques in place. Is it an understudy? Or is it you, masquerading as a new artist?”
He didn’t crack a smile but looked right at the camera, his brown eyes staring straight into mine. “I know in my heart of hearts who it is. That should be enough.” I cried when he said that. Someday, I hope to see him again in person.
Dr. Raymound said once a vaccine is developed, I might be released. Of course, I couldn’t be Macey Holsinger anymore, and there would be a lot of conditions and blah-blah-blah. But it’s hope.
 
 
“A man who was completely innocent, offered himself as a sacrifice for the good of others, including his enemies and became the ransom of the world. It was a perfect act.”
– Mahatma Gandhi



 
The following is an excerpt from Stephanie Erickson’s paranormal romance. Unseen is available now on Amazon.com.



CHAPTER 1
 
I WAS ALONE at the piano. The music flowed from my fingers to the keys, and then the hammers and the strings, filling the small room. I desperately needed the sense of peace I felt while playing—it freed me from the pressures closing in on me, from the constant drone of people’s voices in my head. At least until I hit the wrong note. After nearly six years of practicing Gaspard de la Nuit, I still couldn’t get it right. But Ravel’s piece was my Everest and, someday, I would conquer it.
A knock at the practice room door let me know today wouldn’t be the day. “Come in,” I said, sighing.
“I’m not surprised to find you here.” Professor Peterson quietly shut the door behind her.
I shuffled the sheet music back into order. “Yes, well. I thought it might help.”
“How’s it coming?”
I glanced at my sheet music.
She walked around me and peered at it through her thick, black-rimmed glasses. “Gaspard? Oh, come on. It can’t be that bad.”
“I don’t know what my problem is. The paper’s mostly written. I just don’t think it’s terribly good, or that it represents my last six years of study well enough.”
She scooped the skirt of her yellow suit beneath her as she sat in the chair next to the piano. “Maybe you’re putting too much pressure on yourself. I know it seems like a big deal at the moment, but years from now, you’ll look back and wish for a problem as trivial as your Master’s Thesis.”
I blinked at her. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”
She laughed. “Yes.”
I harrumphed, and she laughed a little harder.
Noticing my iLs on top of the piano, she reached for it, turning the little device and its ear pieces over in her hands. “Do you remember your audition?”
She paused, but I didn’t respond. I just watched as she studied the thing that had kept me sane for most of my life. It was basically a glorified iPod, but it was the only thing that kept the voices out—until I learned to play my own music.
“I don’t remember every audition I sit in on, but yours… I think I’ll remember for the rest of my life.”
 
The Dohnanyi Recital Hall itself wasn’t particularly intimidating. It was the circumstances that were making my hands shake. If I blew this audition, I had no plan B. All my eggs were in this basket: Getting into the FSU College of Music.
The judges, all professors of music at the school, were seated in the center of the auditorium when I walked into the room. I took a breath, letting the music from my iLs calm my racing mind. There were four judges. I’d thought there would only be one, maybe two. I took a breath, letting the music enfold me. It would be okay. I could do this.
I nodded to the judges as I walked past them, then climbed the stairs to the stage and seated myself at the piano.
“Excuse me, Ms. Day. Are you wearing headphones?” It was the judge in the center. She had frosted blonde hair, and a pair of black-rimmed glasses perched at the end of her nose.
I cleared my throat, trying to find my voice. “Well, technically, yes. It’s an iLs, to help me concentrate.”
“I don’t understand,” the judge on the end piped up. “What are you listening to? Is it just white noise?”
“No. It’s Beethoven.”
“It’s music. Music like what you’re planning to play?” They exchanged looks while an uncomfortable pause settled over the auditorium.
The blonde woman appeared sympathetic, but I didn’t need sympathy. I needed understanding. “I’m sorry, Ms. Day, but you can’t listen to music during your audition. How are we to know you’re not listening to the piece you plan to play? It could be construed as cheating. Please give me the device before you start your audition.”
I couldn’t move for a heartbeat. They were making me relinquish my lifeline. My dreams were slipping through my fingers, and I was powerless to stop it from happening.
“Ms. Day?”
Nodding sharply, I stood to walk toward her. I turned the iLs off and removed the earpieces. Just like that, I was bombarded by their thoughts.
It looks like an iPod. Did she really think she was going to get away with cheating? I wasn’t sure whose thought it was. It was a man’s voice, but there were three men, all of them staring me down.
“If you check my file, it should explain about the device. I wasn’t trying to cheat, I promise.”
The woman looked at me with a kindness in her eyes. “I’m sure you weren’t. We just have to make sure everyone adheres to the same rules. You understand, right? It’s important to be fair.”
Not really, I thought. It wasn’t fair—I was quite certain none of the other prospective students were mind readers like me. “Sure,” I said out loud.
While I walked back to the piano, they were all thinking different things.
How much longer? My back hurts.
This one’s going to be a waste of time.
She’s chosen some difficult pieces. Let’s see how she does. The woman was the only one whose thoughts I could conclusively identify.
This should be interesting.
Sitting down at the piano, I stared at the keys while their voices filled my head. I took a breath, trying to find the music, but their thoughts were so loud. Panic started to rise at the back of my throat.
“Whenever you’re ready,” one of the male judges said, and sat back in his chair, clearly unimpressed. By the sound of his voice, he was also the one who was convinced I was trying to cheat.
I laid my hands on the keys. Just play. The music will come, I thought.
What a joke, that same male judge thought. To shake his thoughts from my head, I slammed the first notes of a Bach three-part invention a bit too loud. Not a great start, but at least it was a start.
The notes came slow at first, but soon, music filled the room until I couldn’t hear their judgments anymore. I didn’t stop between my pieces, for fear their thoughts would overpower me. Seamlessly, Mozart’s Fantasia in D-minor flowed forth until I was gloriously lost in it. The sadness, the darkness, the happy triplets all carried me away. Finally, it was time for my last piece. I didn’t even pause. I added a transitional measure between the two—a flourish, really—and began playing Brahms’ A German Requiem.
Before I was ready, the last notes were hanging in the auditorium. The silence that followed was nearly as crushing as the professors’ thoughts had been before I started. I stared down at the keys, missing them already.
After a moment, I stood, thanked my audience, wordlessly collected my iLs, and walked out of the auditorium, not hearing a single peep from the judges’ mouths or minds the entire time.
 
“I didn’t really think you were cheating,” Professor Peterson said, propelling me out of my thoughts and back into the practice room.
“No. I know.”
“It was a remarkable audition. Frankly, I assumed you’d be a performance major. I’m not ashamed to tell you, I was a little disappointed when you opted for Music Therapy.”
“Yes, well. Performance is great. I love it—don’t get me wrong. But therapy… well, that’s what got me where I am today. It’s something I’d like to be able to do for others. To let them know their demons can be silenced just like mine were.”
The professor handed the iLs to me and smiled. “I can’t help but wonder how the audition would have gone if we’d let you stay inside your comfort zone.”
“Maybe better, maybe worse. It’s hard to say.” I’d never been without my iLs in a public place again, at least not on purpose. Although I was too afraid to try it again, that experience had proven to me that I could control the voices myself. If only just the one time.
“Maybe that’s what you need to do with your thesis and defense. Step outside your comfort zone?” She shrugged and stood to leave. “Just a thought. I’m sure you’ll be brilliant. You usually are.”
“Thank you, Professor.” She always astounded me. Nine times out of ten, she said exactly what she was thinking, and it was always something positive or kind. I didn’t know many people as genuine as her.
She smiled. I hope that helps calm her jitters, she thought as she left me alone with Ravel’s piece.



CHAPTER 2
 
IN THE END, I decided to pack up and go home. Gaspard wasn’t helping, so maybe the solitude of my little apartment would do the trick. It wasn’t far from campus, and I usually walked. That day was no different.
April was my favorite time of year in northern Florida. The air wasn’t cloying yet, and there was usually a cool breeze. A last bit of lovely before the oppression of summer settled in to stay.
My apartment wasn’t in the best neighborhood, but it wasn’t in the worst one either. I couldn’t hear other people’s thoughts through the thick cinderblock walls that were filled with iron rods and cement. Silence in my home was an absolute necessity, and it had taken a while for me to find an available apartment in a well-insulated, older building.
My neighbors were all poor like me, either fellow students or deadbeats who couldn’t—or wouldn’t—find work. The lack of income among them kept drugs away, and that was fine by me. I didn’t need that kind of nonsense anywhere near my life.
In the six years I’d been in the apartment, I hadn’t had many visitors, which was the way I preferred it. The only family I had was my aunt, and despite the fact that she’d raised me, we weren’t close. I had always been more of a burden than a blessing to her, and she never let me forget it. Needless to say, she didn’t come over.
My best friend Maddie was my only regular visitor. She and I had lived in the same neighborhood when we were kids, and she’d quickly become my favorite person. She’d helped me move in and decorate, making my one-bedroom unit look almost homey. Six hundred square feet didn’t go far, but it was all I needed.
I came in, tossed my keys in the bowl on the coffee table, put my backpack down next to it, removed my iLs, and added it to the pile. Crossing the small space in about eight steps to the refrigerator, I got myself some water and settled on the couch. Breathing a sigh of relief, I sank into the past-its-prime, lime green, hand-me-down couch, and reveled in the silence of my sanctuary. No one thinking about their to-do list. No one wondering if they’d left the back door unlocked. No one worried about tomorrow’s meeting. Just me and my own problems.
For a few moments, I leaned my head back and focused only on my breathing, letting my thesis sit in my backpack next to the coffee table. But before long, it was calling out to me. Nagging me, really. Reminding me that it had to be finished in a matter of days.
“By this time next week, I’ll be free of you,” I said as I pulled it out, along with my computer and a few printed case studies I was referencing. I curled up on the couch, pillow on my lap, thesis on top, and pen in hand. All I needed to do was start marking it up. But I couldn’t. The focus just wouldn’t come.
I kept circling around to what Professor Peterson had said about this stage of my life being trivial. And she was right. I had funneled so much energy into getting over this hurdle. But the next one was even more important: Finding a job. I had a few leads, but nothing solid yet. Graduation was still two weeks away, and I had enough grant money to pay for my apartment through the end of the summer, which felt like a lifetime away.
I have time, right? I looked up at the clock and saw forty-five minutes had passed already. Feeling a little hungry, I decided to take my work down to the café on the corner and get a salad for dinner. Perhaps it was another excuse to procrastinate, but I promised myself I would buckle down once I was fed.
Who could do anything worthwhile on an empty stomach? I don’t think the slaves in Egypt were very well fed when they built the pyramids. I grabbed my bag, keys, and iLs, squashing my own personal Jiminy Cricket as I stepped out into the beautiful spring evening.
 
I had almost reached the café when a shiver ran through me, forcing me to fold my arms over my chest. It wasn’t cold out, so I scanned the area for the source—perhaps a fan in a storefront or air conditioning gusting out of an open door. Suddenly, I realized what was wrong… it felt like someone was watching me. Goose bumps climbed up my arms and made the hair on my neck stand on end. I quickly reached into my purse and turned off my iLs, taking a moment to look all around me, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Everyone was too absorbed in their own thoughts to notice me, let alone watch me.
Just as I was taking a breath to steady my nerves, a shadow moved in the alley right next to the café. I jumped, but it turned out to be a cat that came out and rubbed up against my leg. I shook my head and mentally chided myself for getting so keyed up over nothing.
The café wasn’t busy, so I grabbed a small salad and settled in at a little wrought iron table for two on the patio outside, still feeling a little uneasy. It backed up to Carter-Howell-Strong Park, where you could watch people walking or playing with their dogs. It was one of my favorite places in town to sit and relax.
But relaxation wasn’t on today’s agenda. Taking a bite of my salad, I dove into my thesis as my iLs played a soft concerto to help me focus.
I was roughly three pages in when someone interrupted me. “You’re concentrating awfully hard, so that must be interesting. Who’s it by?”
I jumped. “Um… it’s actually my thesis. It’s due next week.”
He took the liberty of sitting down across from me. With blond hair, blue eyes, and smooth, tan skin, he was very attractive at first glance.
I decided against removing my iLs. Maybe I’ll give this one a fair shot, I thought. I’d learned long ago that to know a man’s thoughts was not to love him.
Maybe this would be fun.



CHAPTER 3
 
I CALLED MADDIE as soon as I got home that night. She picked up on the first ring, just like always.
“Hey! I was just thinking about you!” My friend’s bubbly voice was always a little loud, and I turned the volume down on my phone a few clicks before answering her.
“Guess who has a date Saturday night?”
“Saturday night? Right before your thesis is due? This must be good! Do tell.”
“I met Ken at the café while I was working on my paper, actually. He came over and introduced himself.”
“I see. And what makes you think he’s any different from the string of roadkill you’ve left in your tracks over the last few years?” She always knew how to cut to the quick. “I mean, the last guy was to-die-for gorgeous, but dumb as a doornail. The guy before that was too selfish—your words, not mine. And let’s not forget the old sleazeball…” She trailed off, forgetting his name.
“Hank.”
“No.” She laughed. “I forgot about him. Which one was he again?”
“Funny guy, but he only laughed at his own jokes.”
“Oh yeah. He was a jerk.” She paused, reflecting for a moment. “Vinny! That’s who I’m thinking of.”
I wrinkled my nose. “Oh yeah. He was awful.”
Silence reigned for a few heartbeats while we paid our disrespects to my many past dates. “So, I ask you again,” she said, “what makes this guy special?”
“Nothing, actually. I have a sinking feeling I will regret this, but he’s good looking and I could use a night out.”
“I’ll remind you of that sentiment if you call me on Saturday night to tell me he’s a loser.”
“Hey, I’m not that bad.”
“Yes, you are. If your Spidey senses start tingling, you’re out of there faster than you can say bring the check.”
I chuckled. Maddie didn’t know I could read minds. Honestly, I didn’t think she believed in that sort of thing, or maybe the possibility had simply never occurred to her. She did believe I had an uncanny intuition about people, particularly for pointing out scumbag boyfriends. I’d done it to more than a few unworthy guys she’d brought home.
“Would it kill you to date a guy more than once? Maybe overlook the greenery in his teeth to find out a little more about him on a second date?”
Would it kill me? No, probably not. Most guys were harmless at heart. Crude? Yes. Malicious? Sometimes. Violent? No. Or at least not in my experience.
“What if my Spidey sense tells me he’s a serial killer?”
“Was your Spidey sense going off at the café?” Thankfully, she answered her own question before I had to come up with an explanation for why I didn’t know his true intentions. “No, I suppose it wasn’t. Otherwise, you never would’ve agreed to the date, right?”
“I guess not.”
“So, tell me what you’re going to wear.”
“Oh jeez, Maddie. Come on. Do I have to wear something special?”
“Absolutely! It’s a date, Mac, so by definition, you have to wear something special. Tell me what you have in mind, and I’ll tell you what you should wear instead.”
“You know, I wasn’t wearing anything special today, and he seemed to like me well enough.”
“Oh God. What were you wearing? Tell me it wasn’t those God awful grey shorts you bought in the little boy’s department.”
“Hey! They’re long and they have pockets!” It was hard to find lounging shorts that covered your butt and had functional pockets.
“Mmmhmm.” She was unimpressed. “I swear, the next time I’m over there, I’m throwing those things away. I’m not even going to take them to Goodwill. The people who shop there don’t deserve to have that horror unleashed on them.”
“Hush. I wasn’t wearing those. I’d just come from school—”
“Lucky for him,” she said under her breath.
I let it pass. “So I was wearing jeans and that purple t-shirt with the sequins on it.”
“Fine. Did you fix your hair before going out in public?”
“No. I wore it in a bird’s nest on top of my head. You know, how it is in its natural state. Also, you might as well know, I haven’t showered in a week, so my hair has a nice, oily sheen to it.”
“Mackenzie!” she cried out before she burst out laughing.
“Maddie!” I yelled back, teasing her. “I wasn’t wearing the grey shorts, and my hair was pulled back. I’d say I was fairly presentable.”
“This time. Let’s get back to what you’re thinking of wearing on Saturday…”
“Cut to the chase, Maddie. Just tell me what to wear.”
“Yay! Okay, you should totally wear that white strappy dress that kind of flows when you walk, the one with the big, pink flowers on it. And your pearls… and those white sandals you have.”
“Anything else?”
“Yes, do your hair nice please? Maybe wear it curly or something.”
My hair was a beast to be reckoned with. Long, dark, and wild, I always considered myself lucky if I managed to get it back in a ponytail. “I make no promises in that department. You might have to come over on Saturday to give me a makeover to make sure I meet your standards.”
“Believe me, I would if I could.”
“Hot date?” I asked, half jokingly. Maddie’s dating record wasn’t much better than mine was. I had a terrible habit of chasing her boyfriends off after hearing what they really thought of her.
“Actually, yes.”
I groaned internally. “With who?”
“A new guy at work. He’s so sweet, funny, and handsome. I just know you’re going to love him.”
Oh God, I could tell she was already gaga for him. “Just take it slow this time, will you?”
“I always take it slow! We never go past first base on the first date!”
“You know what I mean. Don’t…” I hesitated. “You know, fall in love with him so quickly.”
She didn’t respond.
“Maddie…”
“What? He’s sweet! And funny! And handsome!”
“Yes. You said that,” I said flatly.
“When are you coming to meet him?”
I was overdue for a trip to see her. “How about Wednesday? I can come over for dinner with you and your new man, and we can celebrate the turning in of my thesis.”
“That sounds amazing! You’ll stay over, right?”
“Of course.” The drive to Orlando was too long to warrant just going for dinner. “Maddie, what are you going to do if I don’t like him?” I asked, trying to gently prepare her for the worst.
She didn’t answer right away, and I was worried I’d upset her. Just as I was about to ask if she was there, she said, “Well, I suppose I’ll do what I always do—kick him to the curb.”
“Right, because you always do that?”
“Oh my God. You’ll never let me live that down, will you? One time I didn’t listen to you. Once!” Judging by her increasing volume, I’d struck a nerve.
I cleared my throat and tried to diffuse the tension. “Yes, well, I wouldn’t want you to go through that again.”
She quieted a little. “Once was enough. You were right, of course—he was a lying, cheating scumbag.”
I decided it was time to change the subject. “Well, I can’t wait to see you in less than a week!”
“Oh my gosh, yes!”
I glanced over at the clock. How did it get to be 9:30 already? I sighed. “As much as I’d love to talk to you all night, I should go. We both have early mornings.”
“Work schmerk,” she said. “We’re overdue for an all-night chat.”
“Ugh. I don’t think I’ve stayed up past ten since New Year’s Eve.”
“That’s because you’re a grandma trapped in a twenty-five-year-old’s body.”
“Whatever. At least I’m a well-rested grandma,” I retorted.
She laughed. “All right. I’ll see you in a few days. Call me after your date on Saturday.”
“I will, I promise.”
“Love you.”
“I love you too, Maddie. Night.” I hung up, trying to hang on to the feeling of pure joy she always left me with. It was good for my soul to talk to her, and I went to bed that night still wearing a smile.
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CHAPTER ONE
Where There’s a Will
CAIN AND I walked out through the restaurant where he worked. Out of the place I was only supposed to be in for a few minutes to give them a flyer and instead, had been in for who knew how long. And now we were headed to the Jeep where Merrick was waiting for me, but I was bringing a guy along with me. A guy who had just kissed me.
Cain stopped to tell someone he was taking his break.
Merrick looked frazzled, as expected, when we reached the parking lot of the diner. He hopped out of the car and walked swiftly to the passenger side, pulling me up into a hug before even acknowledging Cain. It was a very protective and possessive hug at that. I’d been inside too long and had him worried.
After a bit of macho sizing up on both sides, I conveyed the whole story about meeting Cain in the diner and him taking me in the stock room, explaining that he was not with the Lighters and that he had family for us to meet. I explained everything except the kiss. That little tidbit wouldn’t help anyone right then. In fact, I was still boiling from it myself. Then they introduced themselves formally.
“Merrick, Sherry’s husband,” Merrick said, extending a hand for Cain and he was no longer hostile looking.
“Cain. Nice to meet you,” he said sincerely.
“Nice to meet you, too. So, how long do you have left on your shift? I have got to say, I’m pretty excited by all this.”
Cain nodded his head in agreement. “Two hours. Come back then and I’ll take you to my family. They’re going to be ecstatic,” Cain said with a wide smile.
Cain went back in to finish his work shift. We would find somewhere to wait for him. He said it would not be wise to go without him as everyone was pretty trigger happy these days. We totally understood that one.
So Merrick drove us to get some lunch at a local burger joint that reminded me of the funny place we first ate at together. We sat overlooking the river, the weather was perfect. The sun was shining bright and the trees gave us some shade, so it was the perfect in between of cool and warm.
It was weird just how normal everything looked and felt out there.
If you were plopped in my seat, you’d be eating a burger and fries with raspberry tea, sitting next to your gorgeous, wonderful husband on the hood of your Jeep, overlooking the never changing river. You’d think this was bliss not hell. In some ways, I guess it still was.
“So, how you are doing lately? I haven’t seen you much since I’ve been spending all my time working down in the hall. Are the new guys ok? Are they treating everyone well?” Merrick asked me as he shoved in a mouthful of Ranch dipped onion rings.
“Yeah, everything is fine. The newbies are great. Miguel is hilarious. Josh is so sweet. Danny is jealous of him, can you believe that? He and Celeste seem to be getting back to their lovey dovey selves. Trudy is acting better now, too.”
Mrs. Trudy had been a sort of recluse since her son, Phillip, had tried to force himself on me and then hightailed it out of there with my car a couple weeks ago. We hadn’t seen him since. It sucked for her, knowing what he tried to do and then leaving like that.
“Good.” He smiled. “You and your hamburgers with extra mayo. You’ve got some on your lip, cutie,” he said and wiped it with his thumb, then put it in his mouth to lick it off.
“Thanks for that,” I said with a smirk.
“And you? You’re not thinking about things . . .since Phillip talked to you . . .”
Although Phillip had left that day he communicated with me once in my mind this morning and Merrick had been extra sensitive about it. We were a little puzzled as to how he did that since he wasn’t a Special.
“No, I’m fine. I know it sounds bad but . . .in all honesty I dealt with so much of Matt’s crap and I just feel safe with you. I’m not traumatized. I’m not worried. I’m not scared. He’s gone. Ok?”
“Ok. If you can say it then it’s true,” Merrick said as he pulled me closer to him on the hood of the Jeep.
“I was scared today though. Cain scared the crap out of me! But I am glad we found more of us. Though, where the heck we’re going to keep putting these people, I don’t know.”
I laughed thinking of us all tunneled up under the store like gophers.
“Well, we have Mike now, he is a basement constructor,” Merrick said as he rubbed the ring on my finger with a little smile playing at the corner of his lips.
“Yeah, that was wicked lucky.”
“Yeah it was and we keep getting all these guys coming in so, we’ll have plenty of help with all the work and labor that has to be done. It’ll work itself out and be ok.”
“Yeah, you’re right. You’re always right.” I smiled against his chest and felt his smile, too. Yes it was possible. “This is so nice, being completely by ourselves. I know we have our closet, but . . .this is so much nicer with a way better view than concrete.”
“I know. I’m sorry you can’t have it your way. And my way. My way, we’d be at our own house right now, on the deck that I helped design and build alongside Jeff, whom we hired. You’d have a garden outside, but it would be up to you what you put it in. I’m assuming because of your parents you’d want flowers not vegetables.” He looked sideways at me with a knowing smile and he was right. I didn’t want a veggie garden, simply on principal to spite my hippie parents.
I thought he was done, but he wasn’t. I continued to listen.
“You’d also have your VW Rabbit back, fully restored by me because I know how much you always loved that hunk of junk. Danny and Celeste would visit and bring our niece and nephew along as well as their dog. Our dog hates their dog and though both are male, they fight like girls.”
I burst out laughing as he continued, but he started to get serious. He placed an upside down hand on my collarbone and twirled my curls in his fingers.
“We spend all day Saturdays in bed, only getting up to order take out. You have your own photography business after realizing that Travel Journal was never good enough for you anyway. Everyone loves your work and you are very busy during the week, with all your bookings lined up. Ryan could be your assistant.”
“I start my own business with Jeff doing small construction because it’s all we Keepers know how to do. We are always home on the weekends, never late to dinner at night, and we never, ever fight. Except…when I’m making you late for work because I can’t keep my hands off of you.” He nuzzled his face into my neck and kissed my collarbone and throat, pulsing the electricity.
“I’d love that,” I said breathlessly, tears threatening.
I wanted to cry to see that Merrick’s dream of our life would be the exact mirror of mine if we could have it. I wanted it so badly and it hurt even more to visualize it and know we’d never have it.
Merrick’s wandering lips and hand squeezing on my hip pushed any lingering sadness away and replaced it with something else completely. His hand slid lower along my thigh and then . . .his watch beeped; the timer he set for us to go meet Cain.
I heard and felt the frustrated grunt against my neck as he pulled back and gave me a face. I couldn’t help but giggle at him.
“Oh, my pain is funny, huh?” he said with playful eyebrows raised.
He pulled me from the hood and threw me over his shoulder, lapping the Jeep in a blur with me squealing and laughing more than I had in a long while. He patted my bottom, playfully spanking, before putting me down and helping me into the passenger seat. He reached over me to buckle me, then kissed my nose before heading over to his side.
We started toward the coffee shop and I massaged his neck and shoulders for a bit, trying to ease some of his frustration and anxiety mixed together. I knew he liked it because he could barely drive straight, lolling his head back and forth.
Hopefully this meeting would go smoothly, with no incidents. It was just the two of us after all, one of us with extremely back luck, but my protector was here and we were fed, happy and actually had a couple hours all alone and were on our way to meet others to join us.
I was grateful and excited beyond belief.
 
We followed Cain in his silver extended cab Dodge Dakota up the bend and around the hill a few miles out of town. The Jeep had no problem with the steep hill but I could definitely see what he was talking about when he said no one ever went up there looking for them. Any other car we would have brought would have never made it and we would’ve had a heck of a walk.
It was secluded and well hidden by a full apple orchard on the hill. It was perfect except for the fact that the cabin couldn’t have been more than four hundred square feet, including the front porch. Four people living there together with what couldn’t be more than one bathroom and no personal space?
Ouch.
The flower and vegetable garden they had to the side was gorgeous, the whole place was.
There were jasmine vines all over the lattice up the side of the house and huge sunflowers out by the fence and mailbox. I wondered how they grew so well with the crazy weather. A small red barn in the back would have been a perfect spot for the Rabbit to park in. I missed my Rabbit.
I also thought that this could be the little house from Merrick’s fantasy. It was perfection in the small, quaint and secluded.
The old man sitting in the rocking chair on the porch didn’t move as we pulled in behind Cain. Just kept rocking with his hands in his lap and eyes closed.
Merrick waited for me to come to his side and laced our fingers. As we got closer the old man still didn’t move. I saw Cain’s mouth open to speak but the man beat him to the punch.
“Cain, we got company, do we?” the old man spoke, eyes still closed.
“Yes, sir, Pap. This nice lady and her husband are part of the resistance,” Cain said and he emphasized the last word and looked back to wink at us.
“Is that right? Well how ‘bout that.” His eyes popped open and they were the grayest eyes I’d ever seen that matched his completely gray, almost bald head and full beard. His extreme southern accent blended with the calm country setting and I thought his torn stained jeans and slack attitude were perfect for someone named ‘Pap’.
“Yes, sir. This is Sherry and I’m sorry, I forgot your name,” Cain said and turned to look at Merrick.
“Merrick, sir. It’s really nice to meet you.” He didn’t release my hand but pulled me protectively forward with him so he could shake Pap’s hand.
“Nice firm grip, son. That says a lot ‘bout a man. And you sure got yourself a pertty little thing, now don’t ya? Hello, ma’am. Very nice to meet ya,” he said as he leaned forward on the edge of his rocker to take my hand and he actually kissed my bent fingers.
“Uh . . .thank you. It’s very nice to meet you, too, sir,” I told him through my slight embarrassment, feeling the blush in my cheeks and down my neck.
“Pap, they have a bunch of people that stay with them out away back from town. They are here to talk to us about maybe joining them,” Cain said as he leaned closer and spoke loudly. I saw Pap turning his head to the side as if to hear better.
“Well, son, we are at war. We need all the help we can get. Y’all come on in, now.”
He got up and waved for us to follow him inside.
It was blazing hot in the cabin, not for of lack of air conditioning but because of the unnecessary roaring fire in the fireplace in the middle of the day. The sun was actually shining there as well, making it a beautiful and warm day.
The other two men and one woman were sitting at the kitchen table right in the middle of the main room. They didn’t seem alarmed at our presence either. The woman was reading a book and the men were playing chess. From my point of view there wasn’t a TV or radio or anything else electronic in the place. The only light was the windows and an oil lamp on the table.
“Margaret, Frank, Simon. These here folks are here to ask for our help in the resistance,” Pap said as he went over to sit in the rocker by the fire.
The one Pap pointed to as Simon came over to hug Merrick. He had a pile of dark red curly hair and a huge scar across his face. That was about all I saw as I looked away trying not to be rude. I understood that this was traditional between Keepers to hug brotherly with fist pounding backs but everyone else kind of looks a little oddly at it. I remembered that they didn’t know Merrick was a Keeper. Then Simon walked back over to resume his game, wordlessly.
I leaned over to whisper to Cain. “Uh . . .what’s with all this resistance talk?”
“Just let him go with it and he’ll pretend that he’s helping you instead of the other way around. Just get used to it. These type of people have too much pride to accept charity from strangers,” he whispered as I nodded my understanding.
“So, Simon is your Keeper?”
“Yeah, but he doesn’t talk much, and his body is sixty years old or so, I think, so he’s kind of sluggish,” he explained. “He’s withdrawn. I haven’t really needed him much since he’s been here. I think he feels useless.”
He leaned forward and spoke louder to Margaret.
“Mrs. Maggie, this is Sherry and Merrick,” Cain told her and she rose from her chair.
“Well! Goodness gracious! I am so happy to see there is another woman in this world that ain’t a zombie!” She cackled. “I was beginning to think I was the only one left wit’ sense. Come on in here and sit yourselves down. I’ll make you up some sweet tea.”
“Margaret, you know good and well she ain’t the only woman left in the world now. Don’t go exaggerating. Exaggerating is just lying’s ugly cousin, now,” Pap said as we followed Cain to sit on the couch.
“Now, Pap! I never said she was the only woman left in the world. I said the only one left wit’ sense. Don’t go putting words in my mouth you old grump. And exaggerating ain’t nobody’s cousin. You call lying was it is . . .old coot . . .dang it all . . . always trying to . . .” She kept going even as Pap started his own rant back at her as she made the tea.
It was a battle of wits and volume and it was slightly hilarious and took all I had not to laugh out loud.
Cain leaned over and rolled his eyes to yell over them about how they always did this and just ignore them. They’d been married for 53 years and this was nothing new.
I wondered if they were his grandparents. I also thought his statement must be true because the other two men kept on playing chess as if nothing was going on at all.
 
We drank our extremely strong and sweet, but delicious iced tea and chatted back and forth with introductions and intentions. I finally got a really good look at Cain as he went to stoke the not needed fire.
He was nice looking, very nice looking. His hair was brown and seriously short and his eyes were blue green like seawater. He looked very much like he was maybe ex-military which was confirmed by the Marines tattoo on his arm.
He was built very nicely under his tan ‘Got Coffee?’ t-shirt and blue jeans. I was sure that the shirt was his work uniform. I didn’t see Cain as the funny t-shirt kind of guy. I was thrilled that I hadn’t even noticed how hot he was until now, not even when he kissed me.
I wanted to tell Merrick “See! A hot guy kissed me and I didn’t even care because I love you so much!” But then I remembered that probably wasn’t a very good idea seeing as how I did want Merrick to like Cain.
As stupid as Cain’s kissing diversion was I understood he was trying to keep me and him safe and under the radar. The other guy would’ve asked me what I was doing in their stock room, I got it. I still didn’t like it. However, Cain had been nothing was polite in a very natural easy way ever since.
 
As we talked and it began to get darker, I felt I could hold off no longer on telling them that Merrick was a Keeper, as well as my husband, especially with their whole honesty and lies and cousins bit from before.
So, I gradually and casually listed the Specials in our group and their gifts, which they knew nothing about the gifts and were very intrigued, and then I listed the Keepers.
When I said Merrick’s name last Cain’s eyes went wide for a second and then adjusted, but it took the rest of them a minute to catch up. I just smiled and nodded, hugging Merrick’s arm like I always did, and waited for the downpour of negativity pointed right at us.
Oddly enough, I could see the recognition show on their faces but no one said anything until Margaret.
“Honey, I completely understand. Anymore you have to look elsewhere’s for a good man. God knows all the men left here on this earth, present company excluded, ain’t worth the price of a wooden nickel in a lumber yard.”
A slight pause, then I burst out laughing, my hand over my mouth to try to stifle it. The others followed me soon after with their own chuckles. I loved this woman!
 
They all agreed that we needed to stay together so they went and packed their things. Merrick told them they only needed to bring one vehicle, as we already didn’t know where we were gonna put them all if this kept up. They piled, arguing loudly about who was going to sit where, into Cain’s Dakota and we were off.
They followed us through the hills and out to the outskirts of town. They brought most of their supplies with them, some food, tools and a whole mess of shotguns, bless them.
Cain said he never stopped working at the coffee shop this whole time since the invasion. He had a familiar face to the town and must be immune to the Lighters speak because he had been forced to listen to it daily at the shop and never fell under the spell.
He said he watched as people’s eyes literally glazed over and that was it for them. After that it was ‘Keepers are evil’ and ‘Crandle will save us’. I remembered that I never got a chance to talk to him about Crandle. I had a suspicion he was the Taker I saw that day.
He was certain, as he’d been doing it for months, that he could start doing the grocery shopping for us if we wanted him to. He could make up some story and was pretty sure they’d buy it as to why he needed so much. That was until the need warehouses came in about two months. After that, we were all up the creek without a paddle.
 
Jeff and Miguel pulled in behind the store just as we did. To our surprise, they had someone with them too.
A gorgeous little girl who looked to be about three or four years old. She had the blondest hair in ratty pigtails and the bluest eyes ever. Her baby blue dress was torn on the bottom hem and her white shoes were scuffed and dirty, one sock pulled up higher than the other. She was clinging to Miguel’s leg and had a doll in her hand with a missing leg.
My heart immediately jumped and I ran over to see what in the world was going on as Merrick started the introductions with Jeff and the rest of them.
“Hey, Miguel, aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend?” I said as I squatted down in front of them to be eye level with the disheveled cutie.
“Sure, Sherry. This is Lily. Lily, this is Sherry. This is the nice lady I was telling you about.”
I looked up at Miguel and saw that he had a very strange expression. Something I didn’t know him well enough to read yet.
“Well, Lily. Gosh, that’s a pretty name. How old are you?”
“Free,” she whispered as she tried to lift three fingers together, having to hold down two of them with her other hand, almost dropping her doll in the process.
“Three. Wow! Big girl. What’s her name?” I pointed to the mangled doll.
“Miwey. Miwey cuz of my sister wuvs Miwey Cywus . . .She watches her on . . .on . . .TV. She used to,” she stammered through her explanation.
“I know who Miley is. That is very neat. Um . . . Lily? Do you think you might want to come inside with me and get some milk? Maybe we’ll ask Mrs. Trudy about putting some chocolate in it too. That’s my favorite. What do you think? You want to come with me?”
She looked up at Miguel and he nodded and smiled. She reluctantly let go and grabbed my pinkie and ring finger from my outstretched hand in her little grasp, all the while looking back at Miguel to make sure it was still ok.
I looked back too and he looked at me with that same expression as before and mouthed “later” to me. I nodded and headed inside with the little girl.
 
Later that night after everyone was getting situated and introductions had been done, Lily had her milk in the kitchen with Mrs. Trudy. Trudy was in an upheaval of emotions over the little girl. First she was excited then distressed as she assessed the little girl’s appearance. Then she changed to intrigued at the possibilities, then flabbergasted as to what we were going to do with her.
I peeked out in the commons room and saw that everyone already loved the new people.
Pap and Margaret were a big hit and everyone was rolling laughing at something one of them had said. I could already hear them start to bicker back and forth. I laughed to myself at the amount of entertainment we’d no doubt gain from those two.
Simon and Max were already hunkered down in a corner, telling Keeper stories no doubt. They seemed to be the more serious Keepers of the bunch.
Then I heard Merrick calling my name in my mind, then Jeff. I found them both talking to Miguel and Cain by the stairs.
“Hey, Sherry, I hear you had an exciting day,” Jeff said but he sounded so drained and upset, not like Jeff.
“Yeah, we did, but from the looks of it you guys did, too. What happened? You both look terrible. Are you alright?” I said, glancing them over.
“We’re fine,” Miguel said and Jeff said, “We’re ok.” Both answered at the same time. Then Jeff again, “Don’t worry about us, Sherry.”
“What’s up with the little girl?”
“I’m not sure I want to tell you. It was pretty . . .” he swallowed, “ . . .awful.” Jeff looked at me with such a look that I knew I better take his word on it.
“Ok, don’t tell me, then. So she was alone?”
“No, not alone. She was with . . . The Lighters can’t control babies and small children so . . .the humans were using her as a fetch girl; getting them drinks and food from the kitchen, cleaning up their messes. That’s all I’m going to say about it. Miguel snatched her up and we ran out of there. We did manage to get the food first though.”
I tried to keep my expression under control. A ‘fetch girl’? Cleaning? What the heck was that? She was only three years old.
“What happened to her parents?” I asked, but regretted it as soon as I said it.
 
Sherry . . .don’t. You don’t want to know this.
 
Merrick warned me in my mind and I knew that he had seen what Jeff was referring to in his head. He knew I would want no part in knowing about it.
“Those were her parents, Sherry. She had a sister too but . . .” he stopped, Jeff and Miguel both winced, and then Jeff changed the subject. “And the worst part is she’s a Special. I have no idea where her Keeper is.”
Jeff stopped and blew an exasperated breath. I thought that they must not have seen much human suffering either as Keepers, always looking after their charges. Miguel stepped in to finish the explanation.
“She was eating out of the trash behind the boozer, the uh club, in town near the grocery. When we found her, she looked worse for wear so I asked her where her parents were and she told me they were out having a blue.”
I’d learned from previous conversations with Miguel that a blue meant fight. He continued.
“Anyway, she was so dirty and alone in the alley and there were dead rats and . . .she said she hadn’t eaten anything since yesterday so we-”
“Ok, ok, you’re right, don’t tell me more. So she’s going to stay here with us right? There’s nothing else to do. We can handle this. We can handle a little girl. She was awfully adorable . . .” I shook my head and cleared my throat. “So, anyway, I see you’ve met Cain. He’s pretty useful with all his knowledge of the way things are now with the town and things like that. He works at the coffee shop. This here is the guy you need to speak to” I said, mock punching Jeff in the chest. “Jeff’s our main brain in this joint.”
I was trying in vain to steady my voice, thinking about the little girl . . .and what would make them wince about her sister. No! Stop thinking about it.
“If you wouldn’t mind, Cain, maybe you can tell everyone later of some of the things going on that we might need to know about. Fill us in on the way things work now. Some of us have been locked up down here for quite a while with no idea what’s going on anymore,” Jeff asked.
“Yeah, sure, no problem. Um . . .Sherry? Could I talk to you for a minute?” Cain said, immediately grabbing my elbow and pulling me away before I could even answer.
“Sure.” He dragged me to the corner of the commons room. “What is it?” I asked, wanting to push his hand off but he looked so serious I couldn’t seem to be too agitated.
“Well, first, I wanted to make sure you were ok with everything. With me. About earlier, I’m sorry, I really thought it would work and it did work, but I would have never kissed you had I known you were married.”
I gave him an amused look.
“Cain, it’s fine, really. We’re alive, that’s what’s important right? I promise. No harm done.”
“Ok, good. Well, there’s more actually. Um . . .about that little girl, I know her parents. I’ve seen them come into the store with her before and believe me, she looks way cleaner and less . . .um . . . bruised up now than she usually does.”
“What?” I squeaked, the tears in my throat choking out the effort.
I glanced over to see Merrick looking at me, checking to see why I seemed to be so agitated so I just sent him a reassuring smile, half hearted.
“Yeah, and there’s still more. The people they’re with are big Crandle supporters. Like rally starting, hideout burning, resistance killing kind of people. You better hope that they didn’t recognize your guys or follow them. It would be very, very bad for all of us.”
“Ok. I can’t believe this. Who would-” I grabbed my chest and blew out an exasperated sigh. “I’ll let them know to be on the lookout. And hey . . .thanks for coming with us and for saving me back there,” I said and rolled my eyes at him to show I was joking as I went on. “As awkward as it was, thanks. I know you meant well.”
“Anytime. I mean . . .no problem, Sherry.” He was plucking his lip ring with his tongue bashfully, making me want to laugh in spite of myself. “Really, now let’s go tell your boys that they better watch their backs next time they head into town.”



CHAPTER TWO
The Lily of the Valley
NOW DAYS, IT was all about Lily. That little girl was toted, tickled, carried piggyback and any other way she preferred, bathed, entertained, kissed, played with, sang to, fed and cooked for, and any which way you put it, it was all about Lily. She was spoiled rotten by the underground resistance non-conformists misfit gophers.
I admit that she is the most precious thing I’ve ever seen since My Little Pony, but we could hardly even get any work done down there anymore for people wanting to cater to that sweet little face and her every whim.
Trudy had taken the grandmother role and she was serious about it. You had to go through Trudy before you interfered in any way with that child. It was absurdly hilarious!
Lily liked me an awful lot though. I was just likeable I guessed though I never seemed to be that way before. Pre-apocalypse I was an invisible unlikable heap of a mess. Post-apocalypse everyone wanted to be my new friend . . .or date me, whatever. It was a switch, but it was growing on me.
We gave everyone a couple days to cool off and settle in and then we called a meeting. Lily and I had been pretty much inseparable unless Trudy or someone else was trying to tote her off. She was a talkative little thing, and very smart and articulate for her age.
We settled down for the meeting with Cain. The most fascinating thing to the Keepers was that Cain was a Special, but he was working every day and had no run-ins or problems because of it. Lighters can sense Specials when they’re near them and spend a great deal of time to find them, so for Cain to be immune to the Lighter speak and be undetectable was a big deal.
Lily sat in my lap during the meeting with Cain, as he explained all about the new world. I couldn’t help but touch and braid her hair as it was so soft and sweet smelling.
I was never much for dolls growing up and even if I had been, mom wouldn’t have allowed that one. Barbie was a political conformist with an unhealthy body image, you know.
“Shawwy?” Lily said as she always says my name. “I wish my hair was bwown wike yours. Den we’d match and you could be my new mommy.”
Somehow, even though there was talking going on everyone heard her comment and stopped what they were doing to stare at the innocent girl who spoke her mind so freely. My heart wrenched and twisted in my chest. Then she hugged me as she spoke.
“Maybe you could be my mommy because you do things wit me. My wast mommy didn’t do things wit me.”
I felt her need to feel real love pouring out of her, begging for it. I couldn’t help myself while I was wedged in between the couch arm and Trudy with Lily facing me on my lap and nowhere to go with my heart breaking for her. I started to cry, right there in front of everyone.
I hated it, because I could see everyone else wanted to break down the same as me, but her comment hadn’t been directed at them, and only a handful of them understood that I would never have kids of my own. I was sterile and I would never hear that word ‘mommy’ for myself.
I felt Trudy’s hand on my back and Merrick’s thoughtful eyes on me as Lily spoke again.
“Shawwy, why are you cwying? I cwy when I’m sad, when mommy leaves me alone.”
Again with the gut-wrenching. The audacity of people to have children and then treat them this way!
“Lily,” I spoke though my tears as Danny handed me a tissue and some of the others began to simulate a sense of business so as not to stare. “I’m sorry that your momma did that to you. That was wrong of her, but you’re safe now. Me and Jeff, Trudy, Miguel, Merrick, we won’t let them hurt you anymore, ok?”
“Is dat why your cwying? Are you scarwed of dem, Shawwy?”
“No, I’m not scared of them,” I said through my sniffles. “It’ll be ok. We’ve got a lot of big strong men down here to keep us safe. Look, you see Mr. Cain’s muscles?” I pointed and he made a show of playfully flexing his arms and making faces at her which she laughed whole heartedly at. “See? You’ll be safe. Don’t worry about those people anymore, ok?”
“Ok, Shawwy, I’ll tell Miwey not to be scarwed too.”
“Ok, that’s a good idea.”
She yawned and leaned her head against my chest as, thankfully, Jeff and Cain started the meeting again.
All I could do for the rest of the meeting was lean back with her and try not to cry anymore.
 
Jeff thought it would be best to give Lily his room, the one next to mine and Merrick’s, so he moved down to the new hall and showed all the newbies where everything was down the new ‘tunnel’ as it was affectionately called.
I tucked Lily in to her new room as she continued to yawn. I wasn’t sure if she’d even sleep in her own room by herself, but tonight she didn’t put up a fight at all as she seemed exhausted and fell right out. The first night here she slept in Trudy’s arms on the couch and the next night my arms on the same couch with Merrick at my feet.
We decided to try it and it worked. We cracked her door and watched for a few minutes like two worried parents of a newborn. It was fantastical. So this was what it was like to be a mommy. Somewhat, a glimpse of it, and it was wonderful.
Merrick didn’t speak as we lay down to sleep. I knew what he was thinking but he knew I didn’t want to talk about it. There was nothing to talk about really. I’d never have kids and that was that.
He just lay behind me and feathered reassuring kisses over my neck and shoulder as his arms circled me. I was entirely grateful to him for being so perceptive and understanding of what I needed. As his warmth surrounded me I drifted into a sound sleep.
 
The morning was strange. Everything seemed to be blue. There were no walls, no floor, like a cloud or baby blue water and it was so quiet. Too quiet.
I looked over and Merrick wasn’t there. In fact, I wasn’t even in our room. I was outside on the grass and the sunshine and clouds were all around me. The grass was green and all the grass I’d seen was dead now.
I looked down as myself and saw I was wearing some kind of odd off white silky nightgown down to my ankles and my hair was braided over my shoulder. As I looked around I saw someone coming. Merrick?
No.
But someone handsome and wearing a white button up shirt with tan khakis and no shoes.
He was somewhat tan and his smile was blinding. His short dark brown hair was spiked to the side stylishly, his green eyes were piercing. The closer he got I realized he looked familiar to me but couldn’t place him. He reminded me of a movie I saw when I was younger and I had thought the man would be my dream husband one day. He looked to be about thirty or so.
Then I saw Calvin come out from behind him with a gleaming smile and bouncing around happily. They sat in front of me on the grass.
“Hello, Sherry,” the man said deeply as he plucked absently at blades of grass, his long legs stretched out beside me.
Up close I saw Calvin’s hair was combed neatly too and he was looking at me expectantly. Oh right, I was supposed to say something.
“Hi. Who are you? Calvin? What’s going on?”
“Who I am is not important, Sherry. Calvin is here. He is important to you, no?”
“Yes, of course he is.”
“I’m here to show you what it can be, Sherry. What you can have. Do you find me attractive?”
“What?”
What the . . .
“I know that you do. And Calvin? Do you not love him as a son?”
“Of course I love him, but what does this have to do with anything?”
“I want to show you your life with me,” he said, then little Lily popped out of nowhere from behind him and jumped in my lap.
“Pwease, Shawwy! Say yes!” Lily squealed, wrapping her arms around my neck.
“Say yes to what, Lily?”
“To our new life, Sherry,” the stranger answered for her. “You can be the mother you always dreamed of and be somewhat of a queen as well. A leader. Come and take my hand, be with me. Be with us. Be a mate to me, mother to the children and inspiration to the new world. I can always be this to you, Sherry, look this way if you so chose it. This can be your fantasy come true. Come,” he pleaded and extended his hand to me.
For the moment, I ignored it, but . . .
He was so soothing and everything was calm, and the blue everywhere flexed and swirled around me like wind, but I could see it.
Calvin and Lily looked happy and excited and I was tempted by this man’s offer for a split moment, but then remembered where I’d seen him. Though his appearance had been modified some to seem less abrasive I remembered him.
I gasped and as soon as I did it all turned black and the wind whipped, blowing my hair around my face. Everything was black. There was nothing left.
The Taker was in my head yet again and this must be another dream. It wasn’t real. Then he appeared before me out of nowhere, inches from my face, back to his longer black haired harsh and choppy, black-eyed Lighter self.
“Aww, Sherry. Why, oh, why must you fight me, love?” he said, very deep and seductive.
“What are you talking about?”
“I’m talking about you. I know all about you, you and your Keeper lover, the children and all the others in your safe home. You humans trying to pull the wool over my eyes. If it’s power you want, Sherry, I can give it. If it’s children you want, we can have them. If it’s love you want,” he said as he shifted so fast I didn’t even see him move. He swept my hair across my shoulder and licked my neck from behind as I cringed. “I can give you more than you can handle. Come to me, Sherry. Be with me and let the children live a life more than starving underground, waiting for death.”
“What are you talking about? Why do you want me?”
“Calvin is very special as is Lily. They are both vital to my life force. Pure. Peaceful. Lily with her spirit of peace through tribulation. Oh, I know she’s young, but she’s been through hell. And Calvin’s spirit of thoughtfulness and unselfishness. Both are so pure and innocent. And you, my dear. You tie us all together with your spirit of love and forgiveness. You forgive under any circumstance. You’ve even forgiven Phillip. Yes, yes, I know all about it. You love everyone and everyone can’t help but love you, just like your Keeper,” he said as he snarled the last word like it was a curse. “I need you, Sherry, to complete my mission.”
“That’s a pretty lame pick up line . . .Taker,” I said carefully, trying to show him I could stand up to him but not anger him.
“Ah, so you are aware of me. I wasn’t sure you remembered me from the store that day. If I had realized who you actually were, and not just an extremely intriguing beautiful human woman, I would have snatched you then. Why don’t we go with the pleasantries and you call me Crandle. Hmm?”
He continued to circle around me. I couldn’t move, couldn’t even see our feet or feel anything under them or around us but the black wind around us and his gaze that never left my face.
“Whatever you say. This isn’t real anyway. It’s just a dream that I wish I could wake up from.”
“No, it is not a dream. This is a visit, of sorts. A visit to your subconscious. It’s easier to come to you when you’re asleep, but you’re not dreaming and I’m afraid this is all very real.” He came back around to face me closely, and spoke with a low voice. “You see, I am drawn to you, as everyone else is by your love and affection.” He grabbed my hips and rubbed his hands up and down in a slow exploration. He pulled me closer and I could feel his breath on my neck as he smelled my hair, but I couldn’t move. Physically, I couldn’t move. “Even your Keeper mate is so drawn he came to earth to find you. How sickening sweet, but he can’t give you what I can. He’s weak. It’s time to stop playing around and get serious, Sherry. You’ve seen what I can do, you’ve seen what I can make. I can always be the image of the man I was before in your eyes, if you prefer that. The handsome, groomed gentleman you find so appealing from your memories. Like your Merrick, or Matt I should say,” he said glancing at the scar on my arm and it started to glow red. He smiled like that satisfied him. “I want you and you will come to me and bring the children. This is no coincidence, Sherry. This was meant to be. Come to me and let’s be together. I can fulfill every one of your wildest fantasies.”
He touched my temple and the scene of him and I in a huge, white covered bed in my head was not one I’d ever mention nor did I want to see again and hopefully, he couldn’t tell I was blushing. And why did he keep repeating himself?
“Tempting.” Refocus Sherry. “Why do you want Calvin and Lily? Takers want to be daddies, too?”
“I need them. Yes, I would be their father figure so to speak, but I need them to complete me, just as I need you. I need you three to be with me for the balance of good and evil so I can rule. I need them and you will bring them to me.” He looked at me so intensely, compelling me in a soothing voice, but in my blurry dream I couldn’t completely make out his features.
His voice was calling to something in me. For a split second I considered his offer and then blinked wildly to expel the thought, coming to my senses. I was ashamed and abhorrent. I realized why he kept repeating himself.
“What are you doing?” I narrowed my eyes at him. “You’re trying to compel me with your Lighter speak? I’m not bringing myself or the children anywhere. I guess your magic doesn’t work on me.”
“It would seem not.” He pursed his lips. “Not in your dreams anyway. Then we’ll have to try another tactic.”
As he spoke it all turned to fire and smoke. It blew through me and I felt every lick of every flame. I screamed. The light was so bright it burned and my eyes couldn’t physically stay open.
The ground was removed from my feet and I fell, burning into darkness, hearing his words ‘YOU WILL FEAR ME AND COME TO ME’ bellowed and burned into me like a brand.
My arms flailed and ached and the pin pricks in my shoulder were the most painful they’d ever been. I waited for my feet to hit bottom and crush beneath me.
I caught glimpses of things in the Taker’s mind. I remembered Merrick telling me you transfer thoughts when they look into your mind. I saw patience and amusement. He would wait for me, for the right time and he found me . . .entertaining, silly and intriguing and actually did think I was beautiful. Unfortunately, that little bedroom scene he showed me was only one of many.
Silly? What does that mean? And why did I care? He thought I was silly because I was naïve and trusting. I cared about people so that made me weak. If I had never grown to love the children, he could never have used them as a liability against me is what he was thinking. He wanted me to come to him to balance things out, but what did that mean?
Then I heard Marissa. What was Marissa doing in my dream? She was saying something but I couldn’t hear her over the singeing and crackling flames and my own screams which echoed all around me even though I’d stopped.
She was saying ‘breathe’. I was breathing, wasn’t I? I took a deep breath to test myself and was brought out of my dream into Merrick’s arms. Jeff, Marissa, Danny and more stood in my door frame watching me with wide scared eyes.
My throat was sore and I grabbed it reflexively. I was covered in sweat and the scar on my arm was burning and throbbing and glowing red.
“What happened?” I said wheezing and then coughed from the scratchiness.
“You were dreaming,” Danny said.
“It was him, wasn’t it,” Marissa asked, kneeling to sit beside us on the floor, “the Taker. I’m sorry, Sherry, I saw it, but it was too late. He already had you by the time I got here,” she told me, seeming almost out of breath.
“You saw him come for me?” I gasped. “That means it was real.”
I glanced down to look at my shoulder to check and it was still glowing red, just like when the others were near. Oh, no, it was real. Merrick rubbed it with his thumb and frowned.
“It was very real, Sherry, and this isn’t the first time you’ve dreamed of him, is it?” she asked, but it sounded like she already knew the answer.
I braced myself for the onslaught of unhappy glares from Danny and Merrick at my confession.
“No, it isn’t. Once before.”
A low grunt from Merrick and I looked to see the worry on his face. He still had me on his lap so I pulled myself further into the shelter of his chest.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t think it meant anything. The last one wasn’t like this one. This one he tried to . . .seduce me.” Embarrassed, I look up to see everyone looking at me in disbelief.
“What?” Merrick barked.
“Not just sexually-” I started, but Merrick cut me off.
“Not just sexually!”
“Not just sexually, but with other things too, like motherhood for one. He claimed he would give me everything I desired if I would come to him. He had Calvin and Lily with him in the dream.”
“Sherry . . .I don’t understand. Why would he . . .” Merrick shook with fury.
I ran my hand up to his scratchy jaw and pulled his face down to look at me.
“Merrick.” I forgot about everyone else for a minute and focused on Merrick, who was so full of rage, more than I’d ever seen him. “Baby, look at me. He knows you, well, he knows of you. He knows about all of us somehow. He knows about the bunker, about all the people we have here. He wants Calvin and Lily, too. He said we create the balance he needs to be complete? I don’t know what that means, but . . . He didn’t hurt me, well not until the end. In fact, he seemed jealous . . .of you. He said the only reason you’re here with me is because I’m a magnet for people to love and be loved and you couldn’t help yourself. That everyone is attracted to me and that’s why he needs me. He was just trying to push my buttons. I knew it was a dream for most of it . . . Don’t worry. He just wants what he doesn’t understand. That’s all.”
“He did hurt you,” Merrick said softly, rubbing my glowing shoulder.
“I’m fine, I’m fine,” I said it twice, once for him and once for me.
I was still shaking myself.
~ ~ ~
After we moved into the commons room, I finished telling them the whole dream beginning to end. Knowing I needed to be truthful so we can figure this out, I told them everything, even the extremely embarrassing seduction stuff. Merrick was fuming about that still and at the mention of the bedroom fantasy . . . let’s just say it was all I could do to keep him from dumping me on the floor and going Taker hunting.
Jeff even intervened once with a hand on his shoulder to calm him and I’m sure some silent words were spoken.
Merrick had me on his lap, wrapped in a blanket covering my cami and shorts. Jeff and Marissa threw ideas back and forth and everyone there speculated as to what it all could mean.
Other ideas were also thrown out and not welcomed ideas of when the last time I had touched Marissa had been. That was introduced by Kay. I quickly dispelled that notion as I hadn’t touched Marissa but even if I had, she wouldn’t do that to me. Not again. In fact she was adamant about helping us and talking and interacting with us lately more than ever.
Marissa guaranteed us that it was real, he was there in my dream and yes, he could hurt me for real if he wanted to, but he wouldn’t. She saw that he wouldn’t ever hurt me physically.
Well, that was some relief.
Still, everyone seemed to steer clear of Marissa, like she’s got a bad case of the plague.
Marissa also saw that the Taker knew so much about Merrick and me from Phillip because Phillip was now a Lighter. They took his body and he had been sharing his memories with the Taker. Luckily, usually the memories, per Merrick’s explanation, were only bits and pieces and they shouldn’t be able to find us by just seeing them.
The news shocked me when she confessed that she already knew that Phillip was a Lighter and Merrick did, too. I wasn’t mad though but they both looked at me like I was going to tear their heads off.
“Why would I be mad that you didn’t tell me? I wouldn’t want to know that, I still don’t. To know that he died and that he suffered like that. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone, not even Phillip,” I said and meant it.
Maybe this explained what Phillip was talking about that day in my mind and how he was able to do it. Phillip was a lot of things, but no one deserved that end.
~ ~ ~
In the afternoon that day, I took up the job of cutting everyone’s hair. Mainly the massive quantity of guys we had acquired over time that were getting shaggier by the day and in desperate need of attention.
I had clippers in the bathroom, along with a chair, and started with Merrick first. It was a shame really. I was loving his shag, but he insisted he was tired of it so I obliged and took off an inch or two. No matter what I did I just couldn’t seem to ruin him. I was pleasantly surprised when I finished to see the Merrick I met in the very beginning.
I was no expert so pretty much everyone was getting some form or variant of a long or short buzz cut. No one complained so I cut away. And cut and cut, for hours. My carpal tunnel was screaming at me to stop and my legs cramped from swaying back and forth.
As Cain took his seat, my final haircut, he asked me about my shoulder scar and why it was glowing and red earlier during my dream.
“It’s the Marker’s scratch or mark. Long and painful story. Ask Miguel. He was attacked by one too but he’s less reluctant to tell the story than I am,” I said as I shuddered a little from the memory already popping into my mind.
“Sorry, I’ll do that. So . . .everyone’s attracted to you, huh? Even Crandle, the leader of all evil. You are a pretty popular gal,” he sang, smiling.
I knew he was trying to joke, to make me feel better.
I also know that Jeff hinted for the haircuts, knowing that I would volunteer to give me something to take my mind of everything, and it worked.
“Ha ha. I’ve seen Crandle, you know, for real, at the grocery store a while back. Of course, I didn’t know who he was then though. I thought he was just a Lighter,” I said as I started washing his hair in the sink.
“Wow. I’ve never met anyone who’s seen him in real life or very many who have seen Lighters either. Except those idiot followers of his.”
“Well, I’ve seen both and Markers, none of them were pleasant.”
I went on to explain about the Lighter that almost killed Marissa that day and how she compelled him to jump into the ravine. The black Marker skeleton we found. I also told him of the Marker that was here that night when the new recruits showed up.
“Wow,” he said after a stunned pause. “My group hasn’t had any action this whole time. We’ve been sitting up in that cabin, twiddling our thumbs, waiting to find others like us. That’s terrible, Sherry. I’m sorry. If only we’d found you sooner maybe we could’ve helped in some way. Pap can’t hear worth a dang but he can shoot like nothing I’ve ever seen.”
“Well, we’re all here together now. Hopefully, they’ll be even more of us coming. I don’t know what we’re gonna do when those need warehouses start,” I said, draping the towel around his shoulders and closing it with a hair clamp.
“We’ll be ok. We’ll just have to learn to conserve and start eating basics. Mrs. Trudy’s lasagnas and deserts aren’t going to cut it anymore. Pap and I had a garden back at the cabin. There are some vegetables that will grow in winter temps. Carrots, beets, rutabaga, cauliflower, cabbage, broccoli. Like I said, we’d have to get back to basics. Then the few of us that can go to the warehouses without suspicion can go and help supplement what we grow here. They only give you the food you need for the week for yourself so it wouldn’t be much.” He sputtered at the end with a hair in his mouth.
“Well, we may just have to do that. I really don’t see any other choice at this point, but you know, if we seriously stock piled non-perishables, like rice, dried beans and can foods, from now until then, we could last a while before things got really bad.”
“Yeah, we should do that. We could fill up a couple empty closets with as much as we can until the time comes. That’s a good idea, Sherry. You should tell Merrick. We can go ahead on our first run tomorrow if you want. I’ll go too.”
“Great. Sounds good,” I murmured as I finished up with a razor on his neck.
I thought his hair was already pretty short but he insisted he wanted it topped off and neatened up a bit.
“Alright, all done. Does it look good?”
“It sure does,” he said quietly, looking at me in the mirror and smiled genuinely. “Thanks, Sherry.”
“You’re welcome.”
He helped me clean up the horrid amounts of hair and shaving cream. I tried to do it in between cuts but eventually gave up and decided to deal with it all at once.
We added it to the trash by the stairs ready to be taken out and buried along with the rest of it. That was one job I was never privy to and glad of it.
 
It was raining. It must have been raining pretty hard because we could clearly hear it beating down around us, thunder too. Usually, we couldn’t hear it unless it was bad. It was quiet and peaceful in the bunker, except for the storm’s white noise.
Merrick, Ryan, Danny, Cain and Jeff are sitting on the floor, letting the women sit on the couches like real gentleman. It was funny that only two of them were human and still they all had such manners.
Celeste was sitting on the couch with Danny in between her knees. Kay and Margo were laughing about something, chatting on the loveseat.
Trudy was sitting next to Marissa with Lily in her lap.
Lily.
I hadn’t seen her all day. As soon as she saw me she jumped down and ran to me. It was always the sweetest thing and I wanted to cry again but I couldn’t cry every time she did this so I staved off the tears by grabbing her up and not looking at Merrick so I wouldn’t see that look on his face.
“Shawwy. Mrs. Twudy said you wouldn’t cut my haiwr,” she said pouting and furrowing her brow in seriously cute contemplation.
It took all of me to one, not laugh, and two, not give in and give her exactly what she wanted.
“Mmmm, no. Your hair is so pretty already, Lily. We don’t need to cut it,” I said not being able to resist touching her hair as I spoke.
It was long and wavy, halfway down her back.
She yawned and leaned her head against my shoulder, letting her legs dangle at my sides. I swayed with her even though my arms and legs ached from my haircutting afternoon. It was almost four o’clock. She was overdue a nap. Trudy mouths something to me about taking her. I mouthed back ‘not yet’. I missed her fiercely.
Katie, holding Sky, came up to me.
“I know you think Marissa is not dangerous now, but you might want to keep Lily away from her, just in case. She seems very interested in her.”
I was a little shocked to say the least. I didn’t think Katie was like that, but I guess becoming a mom turned you pretty protective. “It’s fine, Katie, but thanks for your concern. I promise you Marissa isn’t a threat to us. You guys don’t have to be scared of her.”
“I know, but it’s still scary to think that at any time she could just . . .make us do whatever she wanted, that’s all. I’m sorry, you’re right. I shouldn’t have said that.”
Before I could answer she walked away, swaying the baby. I looked over at Marissa and she was watching me with a small thankful smile. I realized she had heard what Katie said about her. I felt bad.
Everyone was so worried about Marissa turning on us I decided to show my support. I believed in Marissa completely so I took Lily over and we sat right next to Marissa, Lily in my lap.
“Lily, why don’t you sit with Marissa for a minute while I go get you some juice, hmm?” I said loudly.
“Ok.”
“Tell her all about Miley.”
“Ok!” she said happily.
I set her on Marissa’s lap and got up to leave them alone on the couch. Some people stared after me like I’d just detonated a bomb. I just smiled and lifted my eyebrows in silent challenge to them but no one said anything.
I stayed gone for a little while, folding a load of laundry first and then I came back with Lily’s juice. She ran right to me. I picked her up and ran my hand down her wealth of golden hair and looked at Marissa. She mouthed a ‘thank you’ to me and I nodded and smiled.
Then I risked a glance at Merrick. He glanced back and forth between me and Jeff with a smile while answering Jeff’s question about Calvin. Even though Merrick’s smile was dazzling, that comment got my attention.
Trudy took Lily from me at my reluctant request. She said she was going to take a nap with her for a while. It was Marissa’s turn to cook so I walked over to the discussion. Merrick reached up to pull me down into his lap.
I stretched out, leaning against his chest with my back and letting my legs fit in between his in length. He wrapped his arms around mine over my chest and I sighed at the feeling of being home, so warm and comfortable.
I listened intently and heard Jeff going on again about Calvin.
“I’m not sure what Crandle, as he calls himself, can want with him. Or Lily for that matter.” Jeff’s tone was less than pleased. He sounded flat mad. “Why would he want specific Specials and then someone who isn’t a Special.” He looked over at me apologetically. “Sorry, you know what I mean. I don’t know what he would have to gain from it. Unless he absorbs them, but then what does he want with Sherry? I mean, he was human at one point, so maybe he just has the desire to have a . . .family? I don’t understand all of this.” He put his head in his hands in defeat, letting the others steer the conversation.
Ryan spoke next. “Well, he told Sherry he needs her for balance. Not Calvin and Lily, he just said they were important. Maybe he thinks that by joining with Sherry, his opposite, he can . . .I don’t know, but I think he’s just using Lily and Calvin to get to her knowing that she cares about them,” Ryan said but his frown made me think maybe he didn’t believe any of it.
“In my other dream, he told me to bring him Calvin. He didn’t say anything about me being his . . .mate, last time,” I announced remembering that I hadn’t brought it up earlier and everyone turned to look at me.
“He did? Well…that might change some things, or nothing at all. I don’t know what to think. For right now we need to just be sure we keep Calvin and Lily safe. And you,” Merrick tightened his grip on me as he spoke. “We’ll need to start rotating with someone to keep watch at night. Someone also needs to sit in the store during the day with Margo and Paul. I’d hate for them to grab them and use them as bait or ransom. Neither Sherry, Lily nor Calvin can leave the bunker anymore,” he ordered gruffly.
“Well, about that,” I started, looking at Cain. “Cain and I had an idea on how to help out with the food shortage that is coming. Cain, why don’t you go ahead and tell them.”
He spilled the whole idea, me breaking in to add my two cents every now and then. Once we were done, everyone was nodding their heads in agreement. Except Merrick.
“That’s a good plan, Sherry, but you’re not going.” He held up his hand to stop my protest. “I know you think you have to do this, but he knows who you are and you’re wanting to go back to the same spot you saw him in the first place? I don’t think so, Sherry. No.”
“But there’s only a few of us that aren’t Specials or Keepers who can go. We need all the hands we can get. At least for tomorrow,” I pleaded, knowing his answer but feeling the need to state my case anyway.
I sat up straighter for even more emphasis.
“Honestly. I don’t think it even matters anymore, Sherry, about the Specials being out in the open nor the Keepers. We can hide our marks with the makeup you bought. Things are different now.”
“Merrick-”
“No, Sherry, I mean it this time. No pouting eyes.”
I chuckled humorlessly, which he scowled at.
“But he can already come to me in my dreams any time he wants. Are you not gonna let me sleep either?” I countered.
“Sherry . . .”
I could tell by his tone that he really meant business, so I surrendered. He was right but I hated being left behind while the others were forced to do all the work.
I concurred with a sigh and rested back against him again. He seemed relieved, like he expected me to fight or pout endlessly until I got my way. I had to smile at that, but then I frowned. Was I really that difficult?
Did I seem like I always got my way or pitched a fit if I didn’t? Was I a hissy fit kind of girl? I’d never thought so before.
He peeked around to see me frowning.
 
I said no pouting.
 
His tone was sympathetic not demanding.
 
“I’m not.” I bit my lip. “Am I difficult?” I whispered in his ear and I heard him chuckle in my mind and then rubbed my arms to warm me.
 
No. You’re not difficult, I just have this tendency to give you whatever you want and in this case, I just can’t do that, honey. I know you want to help, that’s just how you are, but I can’t let you this time. Thank you for letting it go. Besides, someone’s got to be here with Lily and Calvin. You want to be here with them, don’t you?
 
I turned my face to him as he pressed a kiss to my temple. I understood that he meant everyone would be leaving tomorrow, leaving me to hold down the fort. I assumed they’d leave someone there to guard us and I was certain that at least one of those would be Merrick. It may not be so bad after all.
 
Marissa’s chicken pot pie was divine. She said it was the only thing she knew how to make completely from scratch. Jeff doted on her for a good while after we finished and Kay and Laura started the dishes. Mrs. Trudy made coffee and I helped her dole it out to those who wanted it.
Some of us were interested in where the others came from, originally. It turned out people were from all over. Aaron was from Utah and was about the only non-Mormon in his home town, he told us. Josh was from Missouri, St. Louis and had been on a full scholarship to play for the Missouri Tigers. In fact, he proudly still sported a different Mizzou t-shirt almost daily.
We learned that Racine found her body in Arizona, which explained the leather skin. Mean, I know, but it wasn’t really her body, therefore not her fault that the chick before her had stayed in the sun all day, and I hadn’t said it out loud. Then, Mike said he was from all over. He traveled with his job but had been in Missouri when things went bad.
Then Miguel. Oh Miguel. Josh and Danny got him started and he was happy to oblige their millions of questions about Australia.
“So, where are you from?” Danny asked excitedly. “Southern Territory?”
“Heck no, mate. I ain’t no crow eater. I’m from a little town in the North, called Humpty Doo,” Miguel answered with gusto.
“You’re pulling our leg,” Danny said, but scooted to the edge of the couch to listen further.
“I’ve never really understood that expression, but no, I’m not pulling your leg.” He laughed. “That’s really the name and it’s a really small, but nice place with only a few thousand residents, but it had everything we needed. I really miss it there.”
“Is that where your parents are?” Josh asked softly.
“Nah. The oldies passed away before I left. That’s the reason I came stateside. They died in an accident. A car accident on their anniversary trip. So, I had no other relatives. I was the last of the Walker family left in Humpty Doo and I was an only child. I’d heard that martial arts was big here in the U.S. and I figured I could come here and make a nice quid.”
“What’s that?” I asked, loving hearing him talk just as much as the others.
“Quid? It means money, love,” he said and winked at me. “So anyway, I met my wife there at the studio I opened. Highway robbery, the commercial rent on Wilshire Boulevard I tell you, only three clicks from Beverly Hills. I’m glad I did it though. I met Rhonda there. She came in for self defense lessons because she’d been mugged a couple weeks before. I didn’t offer self defense then because I didn’t really have time to add a class for it but one look at her and I gave her a time and posted a signup sheet for a class, just so she’d come back.”
He smiled wistfully, remembering and he kind of looked off towards the wall as he spoke.
“She did come back too. And so did twenty five other girls that first night of class.” We all laughed. “I completely screwed myself over and had to hire two new instructors to help me with the load and was never home, but like I said, it was worth it. She was beautiful. I got no idea what she saw in a bushy like me.” He cleared his throat and looked back at us. “So anyway, that’s the story. We left when we realized what was happening. I found Josh there in Missouri, that’s as far as my wife and I got by ourselves. He was in a convenience store, stealing power bars. I figured he must be in a bad way, just like we were. We got to talking and sure enough, he took us to the rest of them and here we are.”
“Yep, he was one scary dude,” Josh said, animated. “I thought he was coming to accost me for stealing and instead he says, “Bog into the peanut butter ones mate, those are the best”. He scared the crap out of me.”
Josh did a perfect Australian accent for Miguel’s quote and we all laughed some more as they bantered back and forth on how it was.
We continued on.
Max’s body was from here actually, as were Trudy and Phillip. Jeff had gotten his body from Kentucky where Bobby had been from. Marissa said she was originally from Tennessee and had traveled this way with her Keeper.
She was a high school counselor before this. I found that a little hard to see, but if the shoe fit. Pap, Margaret and Cain were from the town here. Cain moved away to live with his dad in middle school and moved back after he got out of the Marines. Both of his parents were gone.
Danny told everyone our little story. He told them all about how our parents were hippies, about how we grew up and all the funny stuff we were forced to do but left most of the recent details out, for which I was grateful for. Everyone laughed hysterically, but it was hard not to with Danny telling the story.
I’d see Merrick nod or smile or frown at certain parts as he relived them with us.
Trudy was fascinated that I had worked at a tabloid magazine. I tried to explain that it wasn’t but she then claimed that she had heard about it and actually read a few copies that she got at the grocery. There was no more denying it. The proof was in the pages.
 
A little bit later on, Lily sat in my lap on the floor with Calvin to my left and Merrick to my right with coffee in his hand and he actually brought it to his lips to sip it. I turned and smiled at him.
 
Yeah . . .it’s growing on me.
 
I chuckled a little and turned back to the movie we were watching in the corner in the second room on our newly acquired portable five inch DVD player, courtesy of the newbies. We were watching a cartoon with toys that talked and were chasing their beloved child across the country.
The kids thought it was hilarious and burst out laughing on more than one occasion. I was just thankful to have even this small sense of normalcy for them.
Calvin got up to take a quick bathroom break and when he returned he sat next to Merrick instead, mimicking Merrick’s folded arms and crossed legged position. Merrick and I exchanged an amused glance. I’d never asked or heard anything about Calvin’s father. I imagined that it wasn’t something they wanted to talk about or they would have so I didn’t bring it up.
Later, as the credits rolled, Merrick took Lily from me as even with her small weight it was nearly impossible for me to lift myself off the floor with her. She had fallen asleep at the very end of the movie.
He held her with his arm under her bottom and the other hand behind her head on his shoulder, swaying back and forth. Calvin attempted to help me up in true gentlemanly fashion with a hand out. I swung my arm over his shoulders as we retreated to the commons room. Clock said 8:45pm.
Calvin ran to go find Frank after thanking me for watching a movie with him. I watched Merrick as he eased back carefully out of the Lily’s room after laying her down, leaving the door slightly cracked.
I sat by Danny, who rubbed his neck as Merrick went to grab another cup of coffee.
I turned Danny by his shoulders. He already knew what I was doing and smiled gratefully. As I began to squeeze my hands on his neck and massage his shoulder he dropped his head forward. It had been too long since I’d done this for him. Danny was always my biggest customer, or mooch, whatever. He was my biggest bragger too.
As I worked my thumbs into his neck tendons, I listened to their plans for the grocery trip the next morning. They were going to go to several different stop and shops and the grocery store. The Keepers were going to go with them and be van packers and lookouts. Maybe do one more call out to other Keepers since we were getting short on time. Merrick, of course, was staying behind as our bodyguard, along with Ryan.
Later, Trudy and I made a list of the can foods we could think of getting the most of, for the best and more plentiful recipes, along with non food items such as toilet paper. I put on there to get children’s Tylenol and Band-Aids, not remembering there being any in the medicine cabinet, just in case.
We had little ones to think of now.



CHAPTER THREE
When It Rains It Pours
THE NEXT DAY, everyone that was supposed to leave left, and I cleaned, did laundry, played Spoons and War with Ryan and Calvin and snuggled with Lily and Merrick.
I made grilled cheese sandwiches for everyone and endured more of Ryan’s doting on my cooking. I tried to explain there was no way to mess up grilled cheese, but he wouldn’t concede.
Merrick, Lily and I even took a nap together that early afternoon, all spooned together on the big bed in the second room. It was a sweet, perfect, normal day.
While we were still sleeping the others arrived back home and must have called Merrick in his mind to help them. He pushed my hair back and kissed my neck, whispered that they were back and he was going to help, but for me to stay and rest with Lily. Before I knew it, I was out again, waking later to the smell of fried chicken and mashed potatoes.
When I stirred on the bed Lily immediately shot up, feeling my movement, reaching for me. I grabbed her up and we went to see Mrs. Trudy who was cooking up a storm and everyone else was happily and safely sitting in the commons room. Lana signed me a ‘good afternoon’ greeting in sign language – your flat palm to your mouth and then out, then a hand to your elbow with your other hands straight up, and smiled. I smiled and returned the sign.
Lily and I walked side by side into the commons room. To my surprise and delight as soon as he spotted us Merrick reached for Lily and she went happily to his arms outstretched for her, giggling as he tickled her. My heart flipped with sweetness.
I saw Jeff looking at them, too, with a fascinated and understanding smile on his face. He caught my gaze and our smiles broadened. I shook my head to throw it off.
 
Sherry?
 
I froze for a second, not knowing the voice in my mind. The mind voice was different than the Keepers body’s voice. I looked around, praying beyond prayer that it wasn’t Phillip. Ryan gave me a wave. Ryan had never spoken to me in my mind before so of course I wouldn’t know what his voice sounded like. I exhaled and smiled.
 
It’s just me. Sorry I scared you. Uh . . .do you think you might be able to . . .give my shoulder a rub? It’s bothering me pretty bad after all that unloading and stacking. I’ve already taken something, a couple white pills Mrs. Trudy gave me, but it doesn’t seem to be working.
I nodded and motioned my head toward the kitchen and he followed me in. It must have been pretty bad for a Keeper to ask for something for pain. Mrs. Trudy continued her cooking as Kay helped, looking over her shoulder and listening to the explanation of what she was doing, step by step.
I rubbed his shoulder for a few minutes, working some of the stiffness out. He wasn’t kidding. I could feel all his muscles bunched and twitching. He groaned when I pressed in my thumbs and it didn’t sound like a good groan.
I grabbed a sock and filled it with rice, threw it in the microwave for half a minute and placed it lightly on Ryan’s shoulder over his shirt. He winced.
“Sorry. Keep this here on your shoulder like that for about twenty minutes, then I’ll rub it some more for you in a bit, ok? That’s not too hot is it?” I asked pressing my hand to it making him wince again.
“It’s fine, thanks, Sherry. I feel like such a whiner.”
“No, you’re not! This body is breakable, Ryan. It takes time to heal and rest is the best thing for it. You’ll feel better in no time if you’ll let me help you. Just don’t wait to ask if you need something, ok?”
He nodded and went back to the commons room. Mrs. Trudy was dishing out portions on plates and Kay put ice in glasses. I helped with silverware and everyone lined up. We ate and then people started to go back into their own rooms.
After checking on Ryan and giving him another quick but deep massage, for which he swore worked wonders, and then replacing the heated rice sock with an ice pack, I caught up with Jeff to see how things went today.
“It went great. No problems or hitches. We got everything on the list and then some. We’ll do the same thing next week. It was pretty cold out though, really cold.”
Jeff also explained who went with who and where before turning in for the night.
~ ~ ~
Later that night, I had a steamy encounter with Merrick, which he totally instigated by continually kissing and nipping the nape of my neck. He knew how that drove me crazy.
He was sound asleep and snoring that little barely there, wisp of a snore he did, but I couldn’t sleep. I slept too long on my nap and was wide awake. I tried to creep easily out of the covers, but Merrick’s arm tightened protectively over me. I patted his arm and managed to slide out. I grabbed his shirt and threw it on along with my sleep pants and padded my bare feet to the kitchen.
Cain was already there and made me jump as I saw him move in the shadows, leaning against the counter with his hip. He looked restless. His hair was tousled from a fit with a pillow and his t-shirt and flannel pants were wrinkled.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said, drinking what looked to be a glass of milk.
“It’s ok. Can’t sleep?” I asked, grabbing a glass for myself.
“Nah, I haven’t really slept well in years. You either?”
“Well, some of us had nothing to do today, so I slept the day away with Lily,” I said laughing.
“Well, that’s makes it ok then,” he said smiling widely.
“I guess. It just doesn’t seem fair that I’m always stuck here being useless.”
“The men are supposed to go out and bring home the bacon, right?” he said with a wispy laugh.
“Yeah, but this isn’t about women. I mean, Kay and Laura went; it’s about me. I’m short and have a tendency to get into trouble so people think I’m gonna break or something and won’t let me do anything.”
“You should be happy about that,” he said softly. “You have people to take care of you, who look after you. A lot of people don’t these days.”
“True,” I sighed. “You’re right. How did it go today?”
“Great. This crew you got here is a hoot, for sure. Especially Jeff and Miguel, they are a bunch of characters, but they’re great.”
“Yeah, they are. I love them like my own family,” I have no idea why I admitted it to him but I did.
“I can see that. I’m really glad I met you.”
His eyes were so sincere I looked away.
“Yeah, me too,” I answered softly and fumbled for something else to say.
“Thanks for inviting us to come down here. It’ll be good for Pap and Maggie to be around other people. I was beginning to wonder who was gonna shoot who first,” he said laughing, making me laugh too.
“No problem. We love it when new people come. It’s like Christmas. We spend half our efforts trying to work it out for others to be able to come live with us. I’m sure Jeff showed you the halls. Those are his babies.” I laughed but we both stilled at a noise.
A scratching noise. Cain must have heard it, too, because he cocked his head to the side. Then I heard a whimpering. It was muffled, but seemed to be coming from outside. We normally didn’t hear much from outside. We looked at each other.
“What is that?” I asked, setting my glass down.
“You hear it, too? Good. I’m not going crazy with sleep deprivation. Sounds like . . .somebody crying.”
“Yeah, it does. Let’s go check it out,” I said but before I could leave the kitchen he grabbed my arm.
“Hey, hold on. You’re not going to check out anything.”
Before I could argue it got louder and more desperate. And then we heard the word that set both our feet to motion.
“Help.”
Cain released me and ran past me to the staircase. I followed and slipped on my tennis shoes by the wall as he unlatched the door. I wanted to run and get Merrick but thought it might be too late and whoever it was would be gone or worse so I just ran.
Once topside we ventured cautiously to the back door of the store and he eased it open to peek outside. The cold blast of wind hurt my face, but I pushed him forward in anticipation. Our clothing option wasn’t a good choice as both of us were wearing pajama pants and t-shirts with tennis shoes. Jeff had been right, it was freezing.
The whimpering continued and we looked across the back yard and somehow in the darkness saw a man standing out in the middle, stiff.
It was then I realized that Cain had grabbed the gun by the door, up over the doorway so the kids couldn’t reach. He pointed it at the figure and yelled for him to say something as we continued to make a slow, inching path toward him. Further and further away from the store and closer to the unmoving and unspeaking figure.
“Wait, wait. Something’s not right, Cain,” I whispered, grabbing his arm to halt him.
“I know, it looks like a trap. Run back, Sherry. Run to the-” he was cut off by something hitting him to the ground from behind. Before I could turn a horrible pain ran through the front of my leg, my shin. It was stabbing and forceful, knocking me over to the ground next to Cain.
We landed hard in the sand and rocks and I immediately turned over to see the man standing over us. How had he gotten behind us so fast? No. There was someone else with him. A Lighter. They were both Lighters.
He continued to stand there looking down at us. Cain put his arm protectively over top me and tried to sit up but the Lighter put his foot in Cain’s chest to push him back down.
“Stupid humans,” was the figures first words to us. He cocked his head before starting again. “So gullible. That was all it took to get you to come out here?” he said almost sounding as if he wanted to laugh. “I knew there were resisting humans in there. I could smell your stupidity.”
All of a sudden he seemed to glow, emitting enough light for us to see his face and him to see ours. He gasped.
“You!” he yelled, looking right at me and pointing a glowing finger. “You belong to Crandle!”
Then his head jerked and he flew backward into the sand. My ears were ringing and the muffled sounds of Cain yelling at me to get up were coming to me. I realized Cain had shot the Lighter and was now pulling me up to run.
We turned to see the other Lighter, glowing as well, and Cain gasped and squinted his eyes before making a distressed grunt, hesitating. I’d have to ask him about that later.
“Cain. How nice to see you again,” the Lighter said, dripping with sarcasm.
How did he know Cain’s name?
Cain lifted the shotgun steadily and pointed at the Lighter’s face, right as he ascended with inhuman speed to stop in front of us.
The trigger pulled and the Lighter flung backward and twisted to land hard with a disgusting thud in the sand. We turned to run back to the store but I couldn’t. The pain in my leg made me collapse and then the arm pain took over me even more so than before.
The familiar pin prickles.
I knew what was coming but had to see for myself. As I looked up to the sky towards home I heard the beating of wings and then the familiar screech. Though I couldn’t see them in the dark, it sounded like dozens of them.
The more the merrier, the more of them the more intense the pain was and it literally took my breath. I tried again to get up, but at once dropped to my knees, shaking and crying, grabbing my shoulder, writhing in intense spasms. Cain didn’t waste time arguing or asking questions, thankfully. He lifted me with ease and threw me over his shoulder as he ran the opposite way of the store, the opposite way of the massive amount of Markers headed for us.
~ ~ ~
I must have blacked out. I woke up lying on the ground with Cain huddled behind me, rubbing his hand up and down my bare arm to warm me. It was musky, humid and pitch black. My whole body ached and stung and I was so cold my teeth were chattering and my lips and fingers felt numb.
The floor was hard. I blew out a swift breath as realization took me and I remembered what we had just encountered. We were alive, somehow, and Cain had carried me somewhere. He stiffened as he realized I was awake.
“Sherry? Ah, thank God. Are you ok?” he said, sounding way too worried, his teeth chattering.
I turned, even though it hurt so badly, to face him. I couldn’t help thinking how highly inappropriate this was, lying on the floor, face to face, bodies pressed together and legs intertwined, his hands running over me.
Sounded romantic, but it was anything but. We were both shaking so violently and his freezing ice cold hand was doing absolutely nothing to warm me, but I figured it made him feel better to try so I didn’t say anything. We were too cold to even think about it being a compromising situation. Too close to it being something else way more morbid.
It felt like death; a slow painful death that was swiftly approaching. I finally mustered up the nerve to ask him, though I didn’t think I’d like the answer.
“What happened? W-where are w-we?” I chattered, wrapping my arm around his waist, not even asking for permission.
“There’s a cliff,” he answered wrapping his arms around me too, “and some old caves a w-ways back from the s-store. I ran with you and hid in one. We’ll have to w-wait it out until morning.” I could feel his jaw shaking on my head as I was tucked under his chin. “You passed out,” he continued. “The Lighter must have thrown a rock or something at you. You’re leg looks horrible. Might be b-broken.”
I remembered the pain in my leg. I also remembered the Lighter recognized me. Crandle must have sent them all the image of me. Merrick was right. It would have been trouble for me to go on the trip with them yesterday.
“I can’t even feel it,” I stammered. “Too c-cold.”
“That’s probably the only good thing right now. We c-can’t leave. I still hear them out there screeching and yelling every now and then.”
“How did you see my leg in here?”
I heard him jingle something from his shirt pocket. He pulled out his key chain and turned on the little keyhole light on the end of the ring. It barely illuminated between us and he quickly turned it off to save it in case we needed it.
“C-Cain. I . . .I don’t know. I feel like I’m dying already. Are we even going to make it until m-morning?”
“I t-tied off your leg with the pull string strap from my pants. If we can just keep as w-warm as possible until then-” As he spoke I immediately pulled him to me even closer as if that would somehow be the answer to our survival.
He wrapped tighter around me too.
“I’m sorry, Sherry, I s-should never have let you come with me,” he said like it was a confession.
“It wasn’t your fault. I s-should’ve woken Merrick like I had wanted to but . . .I was the one who pushed you out the door, remember?”
“Merrick is not going to be happy with me.”
I had to chuckle a little at that, despite the situation. “You mean for my getting hurt or for us laying all over each other, lounging around laughing on some romantic w-warm getaway somewhere?” I said, trying to lighten the mood.
I felt him chuckle.
“Either one,” he said and then laughed again.
I’ve heard that you couldn’t feel defeated and give up when it looks hopeless. So I joked. You have to fight it; you couldn’t give in so I wanted to try to make the most of what little coherency I had left.
 
We must have fallen asleep somehow after that. When your body gets so cold it starts to shut down. Your heart rate slows and so does your breathing, trying to preserve your energy. It does this against your will, I guessed that was the only reason we fell asleep.
I awoke some time later with a voice in my mind. Merrick!
 
Sherry?
 
I waited. Counting the seconds. Then counting minutes.
 
Sherry? Sherry?! Come on, honey. I’m getting worried.
 
I was so ecstatic to hear him. He must be looking for me around the bunker. A few more minutes passed and then again, I heard him.
 
Sherry, I know you can’t answer me, but if can hear me, send me a signal of some kind if you can. What happened? What –
 
I actually heard him mutter a few curses and then say something about his stupid gift only being one way communication.
 
Sherry, please. I’m dying here, baby. Gah, I wish I knew where you were. I assume that Cain is with you. I hope he is . . . Unless he’s the one who . . . I’d kill him. I have no idea what happened but don’t be scared, honey. If nothing else just hear my voice and know I’m coming for you. We’re heading out right now to come look for you two. I love you. Stay out of danger. I’ll find you. I promise.
 
Oh, no! They’ll probably head into town instead of back here and crazy Jeff and Merrick’s tempers will get them caught. Ah! Merrick was right. This stupid one way communication was useless! Though it was so good to hear his voice.
I realized my teeth weren’t chattering nearly as much anymore but it was still insanely cold and dark. I didn’t know if it was morning yet or not. I reluctantly tried to wake Cain, not wanting to disturb him if he could still sleep, but we needed to see what time it was.
Merrick must have woken up early and went to look for me when I wasn’t there with him. Then woke everyone else when he couldn’t find me, and then they must have noticed that Cain was missing, too. Maybe we could head off the search party before they left to get themselves killed.
I scratched Cain’s arm lightly to wake him and he stirred, pulling out his keychain light.
“Hey. Are you ok?” he said groggily as he squinted to look at me.
“Yeah, but I can hear Merrick. He says they are going out to look for us.”
“Hmmm. I wonder if it’s daylight yet. I moved us back far in figuring we’d be safer. Let me go check. Stay here, I’ll be right back,” he stated as he began to unlock himself from my grasp.
The thought of being left alone in the complete darkness of a cave with no light and no weapon to defend myself, and a hurt leg to boot, was terrifying. I grabbed his arm and clung to him.
“Please, don’t leave me alone,” I said but felt ashamed of my initial reaction and quickly tried to recover. “I . . .I know you need to go look but . . .ok. Ok, I know, just hurry, please,” I said as I slowly talked myself into it.
“I won’t go if you don’t want me to. We can just wait here and see what happens.”
The thought of Merrick, Jeff, Ryan or Danny getting hurt or worse because I was afraid to let Cain go signal them was even more unbearable than the silent dark.
“No, it’s ok. Just hurry, please,” I pleaded breathlessly.
He got up easy and slow, laying my leg back down with ease. Since I had thawed out just a little bit, I was beginning to feel the sting and throb of the wound.
“I’ll be right back. I promise.” He touched my cheek briefly then I could hear his swift footsteps as he ran with the minuscule light from his key chain making small rings on the ground in front of him.
The cave was total darkness. No sound. I couldn’t even hear Cain anymore. The utter silence and darkness was unnerving and everywhere. I tried to keep it together but it was unraveling my self control. I felt the shaking starting again, and not just from being cold with Cain’s body heat gone.
Then, my angel.
 
Sherry, if you can still hear me, listen. We can’t come look for you yet. There are Markers everywhere, I’ve never seen so many in all my years, at least fifty, all in one place. That’s just . . .unheard of. It’s still dark. But first thing in the morning, we’re coming. It’s right at 5:00 so about an hour and a half. Hang on, baby, I’m coming. God I hope you can hear me. I love you.
 
Miraculously as soon as Merrick finished, Cain’s footsteps sounded in my ear and relief swept over me. They both saved me from my panic attack and didn’t even know it.
“Still dark,” he said gloomily.
“I know. Merrick, he said they’ll be leaving in an hour and a half. It’s about 5:00 am.”
“Ok. Well we’ll leave the second the suns hits the horizon and try to catch them,” he said, seeming reluctant to sit back down.
I felt around and my hand caught the cave wall above my head. I slid myself up towards it, wanting to sit up and lean. Cain heard me shuffling around and flashed me with his light.
“Wait. Let me help you,” he said lifting me under my arms and settling me back against the wall. “How’s the leg?” he asked, bending on his haunches down to inspect it.
“I can feel it some now, even though it’s still freezing in here.”
“You want me to sit with you?” he asked tentatively.
“Please.”
He flicked off his light and settled down beside me, pulling me under his arm. He was warm, but nowhere near the warmth of Merrick. He didn’t seem to be struggling with the cold as much as me anymore. I wondered if it was because I’d lost so much blood from my leg.
Both of our knees were drawn up with me extending my bad leg and leaning my good leg on his. We huddled there and talked about nothing and everything. Families, famous people we’d met, past girlfriends or boyfriends, anything to keep our minds busy.
He explained that Pap and Maggie were not his real grandparents but since his parents were gone and he had no other family, he took in his old neighbors as his own. He also told me that the Lighter he’d seen outside had been Josh’s father. He’d been engaged once but she cheated on him with her boss. The old lawyer and his secretary travesty.
Then I told him about Merrick and me, he especially found it fascinating that Merrick had somehow haphazardly chosen Matt’s body. I told him I’d met Arnold Schwarzenegger on an assignment for the paper once. He was an incredibly nice guy but scarily huge. He thought my childhood and parents were by far the most hilarious thing. Hippies.
We sat there passing the time as my teeth started to chatter again, Cain pulling me to him tighter as we waited for dawn to make an appearance.
 
When we thought enough time had passed, he helped me up and I hobbled while he guided me with his arm. I had heard Merrick a few more times since and he still seemed angry and worried, but always reassured me that he was coming for me.
We made our way through the darkness to the entrance. I could barely see the glow of morning setting in as we peeked out and surveyed the area. Sky was clear of flying menace and the freezing air carried no sound.
I immediately started to shiver as my hair was blown erratically from the high winds. We couldn’t see anything near the store, too far, so we decided to go ahead and move that way and hoped we could make it to them in time.
After a few yards I saw the gun that Cain must have dropped in our escape last night. He picked it up, throwing it over his shoulder by the strap and then readjusted me to further lean on his arm. He was mumbling about how there was only two shots left.
 
All right, Sherry, we’re coming. Tell Cain if he’s there with you. You two hold tight wherever you are. Love you, honey.
 
I felt relief course through me. My leg was killing me though with the throbbing. I felt and saw blood oozing out of the makeshift bandage with every step. It must not be broken after all since I could hobble on it but the pain was nothing to snoot about. Before I could even think about complaining I heard a gunshot. I jumped and glanced at Cain. He was looking around to see where it could have come from.
I was trying to focus on Merrick but also look for a shooter and listen to Cain for instructions and deal with the pain in my leg. I saw nothing. We heard another shot, since I wasn’t paying attention it sounded far away.
“Oh, no, it’s them. They must be already outside looking for us. What the heck are they shooting at?” Cain said agitated as we begin to walk again.
Then a black blur whipped out from behind us to stop about ten feet in our path. Dang it! Could we get a frigging break? At this point a Lighter is a Lighter is a Lighter. I was just sick of them and their horrible timing.
Then a thought. Merrick and the rest of them must have seen a Lighter too, maybe this one, or they wouldn’t be shooting.
Cain pulled me behind him and I had to grab the back of his shirt to keep from falling over. I was so weak and tired. I knew if I had to physically fight I was done for even though Miguel’s classes seemed to have been helping.
“So, you think you can keep your little mate away from Crandle?” The Lighter smirked at us. “Oh, wait. You’re not the Keeper. Hmmm. I wonder, does your Keeper know you are out canoodling with a mere human, Sherry?”
The sound of my name of the Lighters tongue brought bile to my mouth. I held it down but said nothing as there was no point in provoking, especially when I couldn’t back it up physically. Cain on the other hand . . .
“Shut it, Lighter. Move it,” he cocked the gun as he barked the order.
“Oh, human, you won’t kill me with your blast stick, but even if you could, what I do is for the good of my people, my species. Whether you kill me or not is of no consequence. There will always be another one to take my place, always one to come after you until you surrender. Just give me the girl and I’ll let you die quickly instead of slowly.”
“Not likely.”
“Shame to hear that. For you. For me, I think I’ll rather enjoy this.” He smiled wickedly as he said it, but I thought Merrick and Jeff said only the Taker could show emotion.
Another gunshot rang out and then in a blur the Lighter was gone. I saw a line of movement and glanced over Cain’s shoulder to see my family, almost all of them. The ungifted, the Keepers and the Specials alike were all marching to our rescue, guns, baseball bats, sticks and golf clubs in hands. It was the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen!
 
Sherry!
 
Still a football field away, I saw Merrick start to dart in a blur towards us, but he stopped short.
Then all hell broke loose.



CHAPTER FOUR
Merrick – On the Edge
I WOKE THAT morning to find Sherry gone from the pallet. It wasn’t really even morning yet. My watch said 4:30. I wondered what she was doing up. I remembered our long nap and thought maybe she just couldn’t sleep. I was tempted to just let myself fall back asleep but something made me need to get up to check on her.
So I got up, throwing on my discarded jeans, but I couldn’t find my t-shirt anywhere so I went without. I walked bare foot into the commons room to find it dark and empty except for Max. He was reading a book in the corner under the overhead lamp. I nodded to him and walked into the dark kitchen. I saw two glasses on the counter. Hmm. Sherry would never leave dishes for someone else to do like that.
I checked the bathroom, empty. Stairs and second room, empty. Laundry room, empty. Now I was getting worried.
 
Sherry?
 
No answer. There was no adorable woman running around the corner to answer my call. I blurred to Danny’s room. She must be there. I opened the door to find Danny and Celeste, asleep. At first I thought Celeste was naked and started to turn away, but I realized her sleep shorts were just that short. She must have given Sherry her ‘modest’ ones.
“Danny,” I bent down and whispered, not wanting to disturb Celeste but I remembered what a chore it was to wake this kid up.
Celeste woke first.
“Merrick? Is everything ok?” she creaked, sitting up and looking around.
“Celeste, I can’t find Sherry. I thought she might be in here with Danny but . . .”
She cleared her throat.
“Well, we’re just sleeping,” she said defensively. “I just sleep in here with him, ok?”
“Celeste, really, it’s none of my business.”
“But you’re his Keeper and I know you try to stop worrying about him but you still do. I know you do. Kay is still a freak about so many things with me.” She looked uncomfortable. “Ok, I may not just sleep in here but I just wanted you to know, I’m not gonna do anything to hurt him, ok? I would marry him if I could! I love him.”
Wow. What a time for a confession.
“Celeste, I appreciate it, really, and I’m happy that you and Danny are making it work but Sherry is missing.”
“What?”
“Sherry is-”
“I heard you! Why didn’t you say so in the first place?” she asked in a high peeved voice.
“I did,” I said exasperatingly and silently cursed sleepy people. “Why else would I come in here?”
“I . . .whatever,” she said and turned to Danny.
I was dreading the long process of waking him. Sherry had to punch and yell and practically abuse him to get him to cooperate. But . . .as I watched Celeste, I was fascinated. She leaned over him, whispered his name in his ear, then rubbed the back of his neck with her palm in a small massage.
He roused almost instantly.
My mouth gaped open in surprise, and then turned into a scowl as Danny didn’t realize I was here and thought Celeste was trying wake him up for . . .other activities.
She pried his hands from her head and leg, and pushed him back gently.
“Danny, baby, Merrick is here,” she said and looked at me with a grin of embarrassment.
“Merrick?” Danny said squinting and sat up with his hair spiked in every direction, rubbing his eyes.
“Sherry’s missing. Have you seen her?” I asked getting more impatient by the second.
“What? No. What do you mean missing? There’s not a lot of places down here she could go, man.”
“I know that but I’ve checked every place I can think of to look and she’s not here,” I said standing up and turning to leave.
If he didn’t know where she was, then I had to find someone who did.
“Wait, Merrick, where are you going?” Danny yelled to me.
“To find your sister, Danny,” I yelled back and tried to call her again in her mind.
 
Sherry? Sherry! Come on, honey. I’m getting worried.
 
No answer.
Just as I was about to grab Jeff’s door knob, I hesitated and knocked instead. I would want the same courtesy for myself and wouldn’t want to find another Danny and Celeste situation. Then I remembered who I was talking about and snorted. Jeff, in bed with someone. A human. Yeah right.
I knocked again and he came and looked surprised to see me.
“Merrick?” he said, coming from his room quickly into the hall and shutting the door with no shirt or shoes on.
“I can’t find Sherry.”
“What do you-”
“Enough of this. Would I really wake you if she were just in the bathroom? I’ve looked everywhere and called her. I’m telling you, she’s not here.”
“Call them, I’ll be right back,” he insisted quickly and slipped back into his room, shutting the door behind him.
I knew who he meant by ‘them’. He wanted me to call all the other Keepers. All I could think about was her in one of the tons of rooms we had and how many men were present in this bunker and the Phillip incident. My anger growled in my throat just thinking about it but I couldn’t think of anyone here who would hurt her.
 
Sherry. I know you can’t answer me, but if can hear me, send me a signal of some kind if you can. What happened? What –
 
I couldn’t help but curse and growl at the irony of only being able to talk one way when I so needed her to answer me. I banged my fist on the wall in useless protest of it all. So I called the others.
 
Get up. I know it’s early but Sherry is missing and yes, I’ve already looked in the normal places. I’ve called to her with no answer. Can I get you to come and help me look for her? Please, ask your charges if anyone has seen her.
 
I walked back into the commons room and Max was already up and moving, heading upstairs to the store to check, though I knew Sherry would not be sitting up in the store. Then Simon came through the hall with the behind him.
“Cain is missing too,” Simon said and looked about as irritated and distressed as I felt. “I don’t know where they are but we’ve got to go look for them. The only place we haven’t looked is . . .outside. There’s got to be a reason for this. Cain wouldn’t put Sherry in danger. We need to go topside and look around, see if we can find something.”
“Agreed,” I say gruffly and quickly relayed to Sherry.
 
Sherry, please. I’m dying here. Gah, I wish I knew where you were. I assume that Cain is with you. I hope he is . . . Unless he’s the one who . . . I’d kill him. I have no idea what happened but don’t be scared, honey. If nothing else just hear my voice and know I’m coming for you. We’re heading out right now to come look for you two. I love you. Stay out of danger. I’ll find you. I promise.
 
I had no idea the where or why of the situation. Why was Cain not here? Where would they have gone? If I were a human man, would I think that they had run off together? But these weren’t exactly circumstances to run away together during. He hadn’t made any passes at her that I was aware of but every man does fall in love with her to some extent, heck even Miguel and Jeff love her. Gah! It was making me crazy.
“Ok. Let’s-” I started, but was interrupted.
“Merrick!” Max intruded, blurring down the stairs. “Markers everywhere.”
I ran, I didn’t care who was behind me but I felt the bodies blur with mine. When I reached the back door I saw them in the dark. Oh God in heaven! They were at least . . .fifty, maybe more. Never in my entire existence had I seen such a thing. There was no way we’d make it. Oh, no! No!
“Sherry!” I yelled but heard only beating wings and screeches.
“Merrick, come on, we can’t. You know we can’t!” Jeff yelled, pulling me back in the door and slamming it behind us. I felt numb. I let him push me back and I fell into the wall. “Merrick, snap out of it!” He knelt in front of me. “Brother?”
He got up and left. I sat there in my trance. I couldn’t believe it. She could be out there right then and I’d never reach her. She could be dead already if she went out there. I wanted to move but my body, this human body, just shut down.
Danny came to kneel in front of me in the stock room on the floor where Jeff left me. I barely noticed him. I could still hear them screeching outside, laughing at me and my weakness.
“Merrick,” he started, “Sherry needs you, man. You’ve got to get up. We’ve got to get ready.” I didn’t move. He pushed my chest forcefully and grabbed my shirt front. “Merrick. I know, ok! I know how it is. It’s Sherry, she’s fragile, I get it. I’m worried too. I’m worried sick but we aren’t going to get her back by sulking on the floor. Get up,” he growled and when I pushed his hands away he continued. “You’ve been talking to her, I know you have. Tell her. Tell her you’re coming to get her as soon as we can.”
I looked up to him and saw the determination on his face. He was right. What was I doing? This wasn’t me, I was letting my human grief override my sense. Sitting here would do no good. I nodded and grabbed his shoulder.
“Thanks, Danny. Ok, ok,” I answered quickly and closed my eyes for one more try to Sherry.
 
Sherry, if you can still hear me, listen. We can’t come look for you yet. There are Markers everywhere, I’ve never seen so many in all my years. At least fifty, all in one place. That’s just . . .unheard of. It’s still dark. But first thing in the morning, we’re coming. It’s right at 5:00 so about an hour and a half. Hang on, baby, I’m coming. God I hope you can hear me. I love you.
 
I could hear my real voice crack and strangle. Danny extended a hand to me on the floor as I opened my eyes. We made our way downstairs to gather with the others. As I descended the stairs I saw a sea of angry and determined faces. Our group was ready for news and ready to do damage. Jeff had filled them in on everything.
“You understand there are Markers. More Markers than you have ever seen before and I have no doubt there will be Lighters, too. You understand how dangerous this is, don’t you?” I asked. I needed them to know what we were up against.
“This is Sherry, Merrick, and Cain. There’s no question. As soon as the sun comes up, we are going after them,” Danny answered in a guttural tone and crossed his arms to stop the shaking fury in his hands.
I felt my head start to buzz with that familiar sting at his words. At the thought of him going out to fight and me not protecting him, but I tried to push it down.
“Absolutely,” Ryan agreed.
“Well, we’ve got to do something,” Trudy chimed and they all started in on a plan, a course of action but I was afraid there’s only one way.
Hand to hand combat. A fist fight with evil.
We waited and plotted and planned. Finally the time came. We took our stakes, irons and bats and whatever else we could find, and ran up the stairs in a procession of Keepers, Specials, and normals who had no idea what to do, but wouldn’t be told to stay put, not for Sherry. I wanted to hug them all for their loyalty and then yell at them for their stupidity.
The sun was awake and I looked to the sky, knowing I’d see it empty of Markers and I did. I called to her once more.
 
All right, Sherry. We’re coming. Tell Cain if he’s there with you. You two hold tight wherever you are. Love you, honey.
 
Then I noticed something else . . .Lighters, like I had expected. Two zoomed past, but didn’t touch anyone, didn’t even really get close. Pap fired off a shot and Jeff yelled at him to conserve his rounds. I wasn’t sure what the Lighters were trying to accomplish. Then I scanned the field and saw her.
My heart jumped. She was standing, that was a good sign. I barely saw her outline and Cain’s way out past the field and almost to the old caves that are back there that Max told me about before. Aha! I bet that was where they were. But why?
 
Sherry!
 



CHAPTER FIVE
One Small Step For Man
ALL AT ONCE, a fleet of Lighters took center between us. A quick count showed eight. This was crazy. What were they all doing here? Could Lighters talk to each other the way Keepers did and they had told the others I was there? That we were there? This couldn’t be about me. This was about all of us being here. If that was true, why didn’t Crandle just come himself? Unless he was scared of a battle. Maybe he could be killed like the rest of them could.
They formed a line to expand the gap between Cain and I and our rescuers. Red Rover Red Rover was all I could think about through the burning and throbbing pain in my leg, and wanting desperately to get to Merrick and see Danny safe. I saw him across the expanse of field standing with the others to fight. I swallowed hard at the thought of that, but I knew Merrick would keep him safe, if he could.
The Lighters didn’t move. They must have had a plan of some sort because they seemed to have formation and the discipline to stand their ground. They watched, some facing us some facing the others. Then the one in the middle got my attention by waving a few fingers at me in a menacingly friendly wave.
Phillip.
I gasped and recoiled, pulled myself back behind Cain out of instinct, fisting my hands in his shirt back. As much as I thought it didn’t bother me – my almost rape – seeing him brought it all back in a flood of glimpses and flashes; images of fists tugging, bruising hands and hard lips.
I started to shake, breathing heavy and closed my eyes trying to block the pictures from my mind. I could actually feel his hot, sticky breath on my neck, the pain in my shoulders from my arms being over extended by his hard grasp, the jolt of flaming nerves in my back from being pushed into the counters edge. His hard uncaring hands wrapped around my arms, bruising me, kissing me and punishing.
It took me a minute of near hyperventilation to regain my composure and to even realize that Phillip’s body was really out there, with them, the Lighters. He was no longer one of us . . .and we were going to have to kill him.
I glanced up to look for Mrs. Trudy, but she wasn’t there and I sent up a silent ‘thank you’ that she wouldn’t have to witness the death of her son.
Cain looked back over his shoulder to check on me several times, but hadn’t spoken. Probably just thought I was scared of the massive Lighter Battle Royale that was about to ensue, and I was. Scared out of my wits.
Cain had no idea about Phillip, who he was or what he did, and I preferred to keep it that way so I didn’t explain. I just let him assume away.
I pushed all that old crap aside, all the uncomfortable feelings and images and put the present right in front of me.
 
Sherry? Are you ok, honey? Wave to me if you’re ok.
 
I lifted my arm in a couple of long swoops in the air and saw him return it.
 
This is about to get really bad. I want you to listen. I need you to run like you’ve never ran before when the fighting starts. Do you hear me? And I mean it, Sherry. No playing hero. Wave if you hear me.
 
He commanded me firmly and I waved, but I knew I was lying. There would be no running on this leg, but there was no way to explain that to him so I lied with a wave and hoped I would get the chance to explain later. I hoped I lived long enough to get yelled at and berated for being so stupid as to come out here in the first place. I hoped Cain didn’t die for it, I hoped no one did.
I hoped.
I hoped.
I glanced at Cain and he had a furrowed brow and squinted eyes. Someone was talking to him in his mind, too. He looked frustrated.
“What is it?” I asked anxiously.
“Your hubby and Jeff won’t stop talking to me at the same time. They are trying to tell me what they have planned. It’s a lot of info, especially with Merrick threatening body parts if I don’t get you back to him safely.” He smiled at me sideways, obviously hoping to help calm me down with his joke.
Surprisingly it worked. I smiled despite our current condition. He continued on to tell me that they were going to let the Keepers go first in a fast, furious wave. Then the rest would come in all at once after a half minute to allow for time of surprise. Hopefully the Lighters would all be engaged and wouldn’t be paying attention to the lowly humans.
“I’m going to leave you here, Sherry, when I take off. You just stay here and stay low. I’ll be watching to see if anyone comes close to you.” He handed me the shotgun and said he’d grab another weapon from one of the others.
I didn’t like this idea one bit, especially Cain leaving me with his only weapon, but I wasn’t in any position or mood to argue. I nodded to suggest I understood and he waited for Merrick’s signal. Then I heard someone else, someone not wanted, and though he was all the way across the field, I could hear him just like he was standing next to me.
“Hello, Sherry. Might I say you are looking ravishing.”
The Lighter formerly known as Phillip. I realized that Phillip no longer resided in that body, but it was still too much to have that face staring at me.
“Who is that?” Cain asked, turning a circle to look all around us.
“Lighter,” I answered.
“We didn’t come here for you, but here you are. What a nice surprise. Come on out and meet us in the middle and we’ll spare your little friends from a very painful and long death.”
Oh, God, help me. He knew me somehow. He knew I’d do it even if I knew I couldn’t trust him. I couldn’t take the risk, but I knew he was lying.
Come on, Sherry! There are only eight of them and a whole heck of a lot more of us. This would be a piece of cake. Besides, Merrick would freak and lose his focus if you just strolled out there to him and then, get himself killed.
I must have caught him off guard, him thinking I would cave and obey easily and immediately.
“Sherry is actually thinking of saving herself? My, my. I have to say I’m proud of you and thoroughly impressed. Not at all like the sweet, selfless Sherry that was in Phillip’s mind. Though I have no use for you personally, you’d make a better ally than I ever thought possible. Crandle is going to be very pleased with your . . .what do you humans call it? Spunk? You and him can raise those little bastards of yours and live happily. Ever. After.”
I flinched at the contempt and disdain dripping in his voice. I pushed back the memories.
“You know him?” Cain asked, but I kept silent.
I kept focused on Merrick and stood my ground, praying I was doing the right thing. If someone was killed because of me, I wouldn’t be able to handle that.
They would kill them all anyway.
Then, as quick as that, the blurs of inhuman speed started. I couldn’t tell for sure who moved first, Keepers or Lighters. I saw a few figures go down, some not for long, I couldn’t tell between them though.
I heard faint yelling, curses and grunts. Then I saw the rest run in, weapons raised. Cain started to move, but hesitated and looked back.
“Sherry, shoot anything that comes close. I’ll be watchin-”
Before he could finish Phillip was there in a blur, hitting Cain with a rock over the head and pushing him to the ground instead of letting him fall.
He squeezed a cold hand around my neck before I could think or move. He twisted the gun from my grasp, making me cry out from the pain in my wrist and pulled me closer to lick a long stroke up my cheek with his freezing black tongue, from my jaw to my temple.
I shuddered in disgust and tried to pull free but he tightened his grip on me, forcing a choke and grunt from my lips, as he spoke against my ear and tossed the gun aside.
“I only wish we could finish what you and old Phillip started that day, Sherry. Maybe we can remedy that now. Though Crandle probably isn’t into sloppy seconds. Or would it be thirds now?”
He continued to nip at me and squeeze my arms and neck, degrading me with his filthy gestures, his sickening sweet breath on my face.
The amount of enjoyment the Lighter was getting out of my fear and pain was enough to make bile come to my mouth. Maybe Phillip’s vile and vulgar nature added to the evil in the Lighter that consumed him.
I wondered what the point of it was. What did he gain from breaking my spirit? Was that how Crandle needed me delivered, broken and sobbing? Why didn’t he just get it over with and take me to the Taker.
“Oopsy, look at that. Sherry’s got a boo-boo,” he said, glancing at my leg and smiling widely.
He set me back down to the ground but still held my neck. All of a sudden he reared back a foot with a grunt and brought his boot bottom down square on the wound on my shin.
My leg was broken, I had no doubt. I crumpled and screamed. My ears were ringing as he yanked me back up with his one hand brutally on my neck.
I felt myself shaking and writhing, trying to swallow the sobs that I knew would only satisfy him more. He was holding me only inches above the ground, letting me dangle from his grasp. I felt like I was going to pass out. The sky above turned gray and my eyelids started to flutter.
I reached out in one last attempt to free myself and felt my nails scrape across his face. Light trickled out of the wounds in spurts before his skin could close.
“Ah! You’re gonna pay for that you little-” But he stopped mid-sentence and glanced behind him.
Though the noise behind him started to dissipate, I couldn’t see around Phillip’s body to see what was actually going on. Cain started to stir and just as he got up, he halted, cocked his head like he was listening to something and then lunged forward, snatching me with all his might into his arms, almost throwing us to the ground with his momentum.
There was a bright light that hurt to look at that flashed, and a quick blaze of fire and smoke and a rush of cold wind – which was so strange combined with the flash of lightning that shot up into the sky from the spot where a club went through the Lighter’s body. I knew Phillip was gone.
I saw in Phillip’s place was Merrick, headless iron golf club in hand.
I could barely breathe as I tried to leap to him, but my leg failed, and I screamed and tumbled. Cain caught me up just in time to pass me to Merrick as he stepped forward to accept me into his arms.
His arm immediately wrapped around my waist to support me while the other hand went to the nape of my neck, tilting my head back with his thumb. He kissed me with such force, roughness and desperation, like he’d never shown me before in all the time I’d known him.
I cried and cried, not able to stop the hot tears of pain, happiness and relief that drenched my cold skin. Some sobs escaped in between breaths, but most Merrick took into his mouth as he continued to hold my lips against his. Tasting the tears as we moved I tried to clear my mind and not think of the pain or what was going on behind us. I could still hear the slight tings of metal hitting. The sand blew furiously around us, but right then, Merrick was there and I was safe.
The brutal kiss turned softer and all the love and protectiveness he had for me was so evident in this kiss. Then it was barely a kiss at all, just him moving his lips over mine, back and forth in a desperate motion. All I could think about was how warm and safe he was and I didn’t want him to let go. Ever.
He broke away suddenly and glared at me with his face bright in the orange light of the dawning morning. “Why don’t you listen? I told you to run. You never listen! Don’t ever do that to me again. You don’t know what it’s like, to think that I lost you . . .for real this time,” he whispered the last part against my lips, then pulled back to look me over, head to toe. He grunted angrily. “Sherry! What happened to your leg? And your neck?”
I told him that Phillip did it and left it at that. That was why I couldn’t run. He could see my leg was broken and that was all that mattered right then. I wasn’t about to tell him I was attacked by three Lighters, so far.
He looked at me with a broken expression; one of hurt and pain on my behalf. He hated the fact that I was hurt and he wasn’t there to stop it. He touched my cheek softly with his hand and pulled back quickly like he hadn’t noticed me being cold before when he was kissing me.
“Gah, baby, you’re freezing. Here.”
He removed the jacket he was wearing and helped me shrug it on. It was so warm from him wearing it that I actually sighed out loud. Merrick didn’t feel the hot or cold like we did and I was so grateful that even with all the chaos, he still managed to remember my needs and brought a coat for me.
He lifted and cradled me in his arms against his chest, turning to walk back to the store and the waiting crowd. I didn’t speak and neither did he for a few minutes. I buried my face in his warm neck and continued to cry and breathe heavy in pain. He was careful not to jostle my leg, but it still hurt and throbbed, my hiccup crying wasn’t helping anything either.
He kissed my hair and rubbed his scruffy chin over it murmuring to me. “I’ve got you. You’re safe with me.”
Our peace didn’t last for long. Merrick quickly picked up the pace and I refused to lift my eyes and look. My mind and stress level with lack of food and warmth couldn’t possibly handle another assault.
He whispered to me. “Hang on. I’m sorry, this is going to hurt.”
I know he was about to do the inhuman blur run, which wouldn’t feel great on my broken leg, so I gritted my teeth as I felt the wind pick up around us, cold sand blasted my face and bare leg.
Murmurs and shouts, clanging and grunts were heard behind us and around us. I asked Merrick what was going on and he explained that a Lighter could only be killed by being completely run through with light releasing on both sides from inside his body. So the ones we shot didn’t die and were now back for more.
A chill ran through me thinking about the Lighters running off to tell the others where we were but they seemed to be hanging around to finish the job instead.
Merrick felt me shivering.
“I’m trying, honey, I’m trying. Almost there,” he whispered into my hair.
We reached the middle ground between the cave and the store, then further still in a blur until I felt his slow descent of movement. Merrick pulled us to a stop but didn’t release me.
I heard more gunshots and Pap near us, yelling and shouting about ‘gettin him some’. It actually sounded like he was enjoying himself, which grated on my nerves.
I could also hear and make out Aaron and Miguel yelling and grunting. I opened my eyes and saw Merrick’s warm and blood shot, green eyes watching me wearily. Then I found myself looking into another pair of worried and relief filled eyes.
Jeff’s.
“One of these days, Sherry, you’re going to give us a heart attack.” His words were firm and reprimanding, but neither his eyes nor his mouth could lie to me.
He squeezed my hand before glancing back behind us and ordering Merrick to take me inside. They would finish this he said. I tried to glance back too but Merrick said no.
“Don’t look, Sherry, you don’t need to see this.”
I closed my eyes and pressed my head down, but then I realized that I did want to look. In fact, I needed to look, because I caused this. If I hadn’t ran out in the dark after a voice instead of waking someone who could better handle the situation, this wouldn’t have happened. Cain could’ve run faster without having to carry me to safety.
The thought brought tears to my eyes and my throat locked down in a knot of overwhelming regret. I clenched my fists and prepared myself for a vision of slaughter and blood. Whoever was hurt, whoever was dead, whoever was still out there fighting – it was my fault.
I gasped and forced my eyes shut in shame. That quick look over Merrick’s shoulder told me more than I ever wanted to know. There were bodies on the ground. Who’s? Theirs or ours? The fighting was still going on; blurring figures and then hard slams, fist and legs, swinging makeshift weapons with loud gunshots.
I sobbed, my body refusing to cooperate with my silent internal plea to stop. Merrick didn’t speak, just squeezed me tighter. He must have assumed I was crying because I was afraid and in pain. He couldn’t know my shame, my embarrassment and guilt for being so stupid and reckless. My conscience was beaten and affecting my coherency.
I knew we were inside, but I couldn’t move or speak. I felt the bounce of the stairs, and then the worst thing that could possibly happen, happened.
I heard Merrick’s swift intake of breath as he halted his steps. I looked up, then down following his gaze and saw Mrs. Trudy, Lana and Marissa lying on the floor, all three of their faces spotted with blood.
Then the world went black.



CHAPTER SIX
Merrick – The Blame Game
NO! THEY SET us up. This was all a set up, a game. They knew someone would hear them and come outside to help. They knew we’d go after them. They knew we’d go after Sherry. They knew we’d take the strong and leave the weaker ones there.
I laid Sherry on the couch; she passed out after seeing Trudy, Lana and Marissa on the floor. I threw an afghan on her and then checked her and the other’s pulses. Oh, thank you. They were alive. Where was all this blood coming from?
Immediately I remembered why they had been left down here. To guard Calvin and Lily. I ran to Lily’s room – not there. I blurred across the bunker to Trudy’s room – no one.
I glanced in Paul and Kate’s room, Trudy’s old room and somehow both of them and the baby were still asleep on the bed. There must not have been much of a commotion. A quick look in Laura’s room and I saw the same, all three asleep. No one was in Lana’s room either.
I checked everywhere, our room, Jeff’s room, bathroom. I called out their names, out loud and in their minds, though I knew Lily would be scared if she could hear me that way.
Nothing.
It hit me what Crandle told Sherry in her dream. That he wanted her and the children to come to him. I felt the blood drain from my face as my heart slammed painfully in my chest. My vision blurred and doubled from shock.
They took Lily and Calvin.
 
I blurred my way back into the commons room and heard a few others coming back down the stairs from outside already. I grabbed a few towels from the hall and went to see what damage had been done to them. It looked like they’d been hit on the head with something blunt. All three needed stitches. How had they gotten the drop on Marissa? Must have surprised them and hit her before she had a chance to touch them.
I saw a meat mallet in Trudy’s hand and a knife next to Lana’s. Good girls. They at least tried to put up a fight.
Ryan and Cain were beside me. They said it was over, the Lighters were dead. They asked what they could do to help and what happened? I could see that Cain’s head was bleeding too but he insisted he was fine.
I focused through the gasps, questions and chatter to handle what needed to be done. I instructed Ryan to hold the towel to Trudy’s head and Cain to do the same to Marissa while I put one under Lana, who seemed to have the worst wound of all. She had a huge gash above her eyebrow and another one in the back. Kay would return soon, I hoped, and she could stitch them up.
I pushed someone aside, Margo I thought, to get back to Sherry. Danny was beside her and must have seen some fury or desperation in my face because even he moved aside when he saw me coming. I just couldn’t focus. I couldn’t care about anyone’s feelings right then. Too many other things mattered. Sherry mattered.
I took her and laid her down in our room to rest in the quiet while we sorted it all out. I wrapped her up in the sleeping bag and zipped it tight leaving on the jacket I put on her. I lit a flashlight on in the corner so she wouldn’t wake up alone in the dark.
Making my way back into the commons room I saw that most everyone was back inside now. Jeff and Ryan were tending to everyone best they could. Kay was already working on Trudy with Danny and Cain’s help, though Simon was yelling that Cain get his head looked at immediately.
“How’s Sherry?” Miguel asked.
He had a bright red and bluish semicircle under his left eye already.
“Her leg’s broken.”
“I can help. I got half way through an EMT course before I dropped out. Couldn’t take all the blood and gore. Where is she?”
I took him to her. I unzipped the sleeping bag and pulled back the blanket. He sucked in a breath through his teeth at a glance at her leg, then left to get medical supplies. We didn’t have a splint, I knew. I wondered what he could do for her.
I absentmindedly stroked her hair back from her face. She still hadn’t stirred awake yet. I rubbed my thumb over the bruises on her neck . . .fingerprints.
More of Phillip’s fingerprints.
My blood began to boil but I staved it off and prayed that she stayed asleep while Miguel set her break. He returned with an armload of stuff that was anything but medical supplies.
He produced a light wooden shelf board to stint her leg from underneath and the attached 90 degree wall brace for her foot, a roll of duct tape, and an ace bandage to wrap around to keep it in place. Surprisingly, it looked sturdy enough and it just might work. We didn’t have much of a choice at that point.
My mind drifted to when Orville Wright broke his leg. Him and his dang flyer, always persistent and never cautious enough. A recipe for stupidity, brilliance and discovery. It reminded me of someone else I knew.
As I looked back down to her I see the faint purple marks under her eyes from the cold and sleepless night that I was sure she endured. She couldn’t stand the cold or the dark and she got cold so easily. I didn’t know what Cain did, but I’d have to thank him for taking care of her and bringing her back to me.
“Hold her down, Merrick,” Miguel broke my thoughts with a command and I complied, as unwilling as I was.
I envisioned Danny running in once he heard Sherry’s inevitable screams when Miguel set her leg. I shut my eyes and placed my forehead on hers, just like the last time we purposely tortured her after the Markers scratch, where we had to hold her down and burn her to stop the poison. I couldn’t watch anymore than she could.
This wasn’t the first time I’d intentionally inflicted pain on her. Even though I had her best interest at heart, it killed me to know that fact.
I braced myself, wrapping an arm over Sherry’s stomach and arms and applied enough force to keep her still. I heard the crunch of bones as they grinded and snapped back to where they should be.
The high pitched scream was piercing, but she didn’t wake. She just screamed a sob, calling my name, not an accusation but a plea. Over and over I whispered that I was here, she was safe, that I was sorry. She couldn’t hear me or understand through her sobbing and crying out.
Miguel wrapped it quickly and shoved me some pills he grabbed and insisted I make her take them. She was somehow still asleep but whimpering and her face was a dictionary illustration of painful confusion.
She started shaking again. I still thought it was better that way than her being awake though I couldn’t imagine the kind of dream she was having.
Danny ran in as did Ryan and Celeste. Miguel ushered them out, explaining that he had to set her broken leg. Danny and Miguel yelled and went back and forth in the hall as to why Danny wasn’t told beforehand that Sherry was hurt, Miguel explaining it was better for him not to see it and he needed the room to work. At this show, a few others started yelling at each other too.
“Oi! We can’t just scream and fight at each other. That’ll get us nowhere fast. We’ve gotta stop blaming each other and focus on what’s got to be done now,” Miguel barked to get his point across.
Celeste started to cry and Kay dragged her off somewhere out of sight. I blocked them all out and lay next to Sherry, kicking the room door closed with my foot. I hoped that she wasn’t having a nightmare and that she knew what was happening to her, that I was here.
Later after her heart settled down and she started to breathe more evenly I slipped out and joined the others. No one had brought up Lily and Calvin yet, assuming they were being cared for elsewhere. My heart ached and pounded as did the blood rushing in my ears. I had to say the words but I just didn’t want to. The upset this would cause was worse than some stitches to the head.
Calvin had been a staple member of our core group and a jovial reprise for all of us. He became quite the helper and Lily was sweeter than pie. Everyone was so attached to and protective of her. This would make them want to hunt. This would make them all want to kill.
Maybe this was what we needed, but I had a feeling that Sherry would blame herself for all this. I could already hear her argument in my head of how she caused all this. I knew her completely.
I took hesitant steps to the kitchen to grab a bottle of water. I gulped down half the bottle in one pull, then prepared to speak the dreaded words that would mean war. First, since I knew our conscience didn’t work the same on earth, I knew Ryan didn’t know yet about Calvin. I had to tell him and I dreaded it, but here went nothing.
 
Ryan.
 
He looked at me and I grimaced with what I had to do. I imagined someone telling me this about Danny and how I’d feel. It wasn’t fair how our conscience worked on earth. It only buzzed if our human body felt anxious about it. It didn’t alert us to danger like it used to.
 
I’m sorry. I promise you we’ll do everything to get him back, but . . .they took Calvin.
 
I heard him gasp in my mind. His face paled under his tan and he slumped down on the couch slowly as I proceeded.
“They took Calvin and Lily,” I said out loud.
My voice didn’t sound like my own. It felt like I barely breathed the words, but somehow everyone heard and were now masking my face of horror and disbelief. There was an explosion of angry rants and questions and rambling ideas.
“Oh no!”
“We have to get them back!”
“We have to go after them!”
“What? How could they do this?”
“How?! Why?!”
“How do you know that?”
“What do they want with them?”
“They can’t get away with this!”
Then one statement stopped them all in their tracks. “Oh, no, Sherry.”
Everyone turned to see Sherry leaning on the wall on one foot, pale faced and broken looking. It wasn’t just her body, but her spirit. The bruises were already very evident around her neck and jaw and her eyes were red from the strain and crying.
How she got up off our pallet with that thing on her leg by herself I’d never know. I didn’t hear her make a sound, but I wouldn’t have over all the racket. Her face told me she heard that the children were missing.
Her chest started to heave with her silent sobs and her eyes closed. I went to her, pushing a few people out of the way to get to her. I grabbed her around the waist just as she started to slump over and held her to me.
She had completely given up, refused to try to stand on her good leg, refused to hold up her head or open her eyes. Just sobbed silently, limp and uncaring of anything. Not like Sherry. My bashful Sherry who didn’t want anyone to see her weak. This scared me more than anything, her letting loose right in front of all these people and not caring.
I picked her up in my arms cradling her to me, trying to be careful not to swing her leg too much, but she didn’t care about that either. She didn’t make a sound other than her steady, deep, soft sobs.
Danny came up beside us and wiped a tear from her face with his thumb. She looked up at him, but before he could speak she did, in a raspy, barely audible voice.
“It’s my fault. He got to them because of me.”
 
I couldn’t tell if she passed out again or was just closing in on herself but her eyes shut and she didn’t respond to anything or anyone after that. Not Danny or Trudy, not Celeste, not Jeff. Not even me.
Jeff came up and spoke to everyone else who was still stunned silent.
“This is no one’s fault but the Lighters. I’m sure there is a good explanation. Cain. Why don’t you tell us what happened. What were you two doing out there last night?” Jeff asked, but was anything but accusatory.
Cain called out from the back near the stairs. The people parted a way so everyone could see him speak.
“We were in the kitchen late, getting a snack—couldn’t sleep. We heard someone yelling for help outside so we ran to see who it was thinking it was someone who saw the flyer maybe. When we got outside there were Markers everywhere and two Lighters. I shot them, but we couldn’t turn back and make it, and Sherry was screaming because of her arm, the Markers mark. Also her leg, the Lighter hit us with a stone or something. So I picked her up and ran with her to the cave out past the field.”
“Cain,” I said, stunned, “that cave is almost half a mile away. How did you carry her all that way with Markers and Lighters out there with you?”
“I don’t know. I just did. She was freezing and her leg was . . .” He rubbed his eyes and sighed harshly. “I don’t even know how she survived the night.”
Cain sounded nothing like his normal cocky self. He was just as beaten and somber as Sherry, but all I could think about was that he saved her life. While I slept in my warm room, he carried her through Lighters and Markers, bandaged her leg and kept her alive during the freezing pitch black night in an old cave.
“Cain,” I started, but felt a familiar choke in my throat and had to pause to let it pass. The one I felt the night that Phillip tried to . . .hurt Sherry. “Thank you.”
“Don’t, Merrick. Don’t thank me. I should never have let her follow me out there,” his voice cracked when he said ‘never’.
“This is Sherry we’re talking about, Cain. She’s stubborn and doesn’t always follow orders very well,” I said lightly and tried for a weak smile.
Sherry stopped shaking and was quiet and still so I assumed she had fallen back asleep in my arms. I’d hate for her to hear us talking about her like she wasn’t here, but I continued.
“She does what she thinks she needs to do no matter the cost to herself, especially when it comes to these people. Someone was yelling for help and any one of us that had been in that kitchen would have ran to help them, too. It’s not your fault and it’s not Sherry’s. I think you both have been through enough to atone for it anyway.”
 
I can’t ever repay you enough. Thank you. You don’t know what she means to me. She’s . . .everything . . .
 
He nodded solemnly and I got a few echoes of my out loud sentiment to Cain along with a few pats on the back and ‘well done’s. Simon beside him put a hand on his shoulder.
Cain still had blood running down his neck and forehead. His arm was bleeding, too. A quick look around showed me he wasn’t the only one who took a beating along with Sherry.
There wasn’t anyone that was clean and spot free. For the most part it was all minor cuts and scrapes, bruises and I couldn’t help but notice one thing. One major thing.
“We didn’t lose anyone. Everyone made it. We’re alive.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
Best Laid Plans
MERRICK PLACED ME down in our pallet. I still refused to open my eyes. Carefully, he shifted me and was so gentle with my leg. He thought I was asleep while they were talking out there. I might as well have been. I couldn’t open my eyes and face them. The shame was still too raw. My body just shut itself down and refused to let me participate.
This wonderful group of people who would never blame me or Cain even when we so deserved it. It was my fault more than anyone. I was weak and had no business going out in the dark to help anyone when I couldn’t even help myself.
Stupid.
And people paid the price for my ignorance.
Calvin. Just the name made me choke. And Lily.
I knew they all said we’d get them back, but how? Where? When? How could I let them down like this?
 
Merrick left briefly then returned. I felt him climb in beside me as he rubbed my shoulder lightly.
“Sherry, I brought you some tea. You need to get something in you.”
I opened my eyes and looked up at him leaning over me. There was a flashlight in the corner, pointed to the ceiling to illuminate the room. He had a glass of sweet tea and a napkin with a few slices of cheese and rolled ham on it. There was no blame in his eyes, nothing but concern and love.
“Merrick, this is all my fault. I know you’ll say that it’s not, but it is. I was so stupid. I was so-” A sob choked my plea.
“Stop, Sherry.” He framed my face, forcing me to look at him. “Don’t do this to yourself, sweetheart. No one blames you because it’s not your fault. You tried to help someone. Who could blame you for that? If that were the case then I’d be to blame for what Phillip did to you, the first time.”
“What? No! How?”
“Well, he told me how he felt and I gave him the benefit of the doubt. If I hadn’t done that and made sure to-”
“That’s not the same thing, Merrick.”
“Isn’t it?”
“Merrick.”
“Sherry,” he breathed, ordering and begging me to understand and let it drop.
“What do we do now?” I said, my voice cracking.
“You eat and tell me how the hell you survived the night. I stay here with you and keep you warm until you fall asleep. Then tonight, we kill some Lighters and get back our kids.”
I had never been more proud of him. My heart wanted to burst from my chest and the annoying tears were coming again. He wrapped his arms around me, laying us back on our backs. I nibbled my cheese and drank my tea through the straw, as ordered.
I told him the whole story; about the Lighter tricking us and then the next one with his filthy talk, about Phillip. Not even leaving out the part where Cain and I had to lay wrapped around each other to keep warm. I knew he wouldn’t be jealous of that and I wanted to be completely honest with him.
Always.
So I even spilled about how Cain kissed me in the coffee shop that day, to save me from being discovered and questioned.
“Cain has apologized to me for it so many times,” I explained. “I just want to be completely honest with you. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before. It was wrong of me to keep it from you.”
“Sherry, the man saved your life, twice, now it seems. I can’t be mad at him. Or you. I owe him everything.”
He told me how lucky I was. How dumb I was for thinking I could handle things on my own, without him, and he hoped I had learned my lesson this time, that we were a team. Always. Then he whispered that everything would be fine, he was happy I was ok, he was so worried about me, he loved me. I drifted off to sleep somehow at more peace than I ever would have thought imaginable with his soft murmuring of assurances.
We will get them back. We will.
 
After what I guessed was a couple hours I woke up and Merrick was looking at my leg, rewrapping it with care. He saw me watching him. He finished quickly and lay on his side beside me, leaning on his elbow.
“How do you feel?” he asked.
“I’ll feel better when we get on with the plan to get the kids back.”
At first I thought he’d argue with me about the word ‘we’ – me implying I was going too. He didn’t. In fact, he reacted as though that was the best news yet.
“Great, let’s go warrior,” he said smiling and lifted me up in his arms.
He didn’t carry me but set me down to my good foot, letting me lean on him. What was up with him? I thought for sure I’d have to fight him to let me keep my dignity and hobble myself in there to meet the others. I looked at him questioningly.
 
I know you don’t want me to carry you out there in front of all of them, do you?
 
He smiled a knowing smile with a raised eyebrow. A smug he knows-me smile.
Cute.
I realized what he was doing. He was letting me get some of my dignity back from my breakdown earlier. He knew I wouldn’t want him to carry me like some broken rag doll. He had already done that more than enough lately when I had no other choice.
Now I did.
Just when you thought you couldn’t love someone any more, when you think they couldn’t possibly know you more than they already did . . .
“Nope.”
I smiled back and we left our room, hobbling together.
 
Everyone was already there, either in the kitchen doorway or stacked in the commons room. They looked eager and anxious. Some had coffee in hand, others had biscuits or crackers. Some had all three.
No one seemed to be particularly interested in me but Danny, Ryan, Cain, Miguel and even Josh, who were all watching me the whole time with anxious eyes. Well, I guessed that was a lot.
Everyone else was glued to Jeff, who was giving what I could only describe as a battle decree.
“Thank you. I know how bad you want to pick me up and carry me,” I whispered to Merrick as he navigated through scattered people sitting cross-legged on the floor.
 
Yes, I do, and it’s killing me watching you struggle needlessly, but I know you need this. Even if you are just being stubborn. He cut his eyes sideways to peek at me and smiled. I’m gonna go get you some breakfast. Sit here.
 
He moved me beside Danny who took my hand to settle me beside him on the couch. Ryan got up to take the chair arm instead so I could have his seat. Danny patted my leg and gave me a look, like ‘how could you keep doing this to me’, then propped my leg up on his knee and I was shocked to see how blue, black and swollen my foot was sticking out through the end.
I heard Danny suck in his breath and Celeste gasped beside him. I waved off their concern and tried to focus on what Jeff was saying, but I couldn’t. My eyes skimmed the sea of faces, battered, bruised, stitched and bandaged. The wave of guilt came rolling back to me, crashing over me.
Then I saw Lana, refusing to meet anyone’s eyes as she stared at the wall. I continued to look at her as if willing her to look at me. When she finally did I immediately regretted it. The pain and confusion in her eyes was too much to look at without wincing.
I signed ‘I’m sorry’, placing my right hand over my heart in a fist in a circular motion while still mouthing ‘sorry’. She nodded and wiped tears but turned back to the wall again. She lost the only person in the world she could talk to. Literally.
Merrick promptly returned with coffee and a cereal bar for me. The brown brew was the perfect balance of sweet and cream.
He crouched down in front of me and we all sat back and absorbed Jeff. He was excited in a furious way, ready to set out and inflict revenge and retaliation on their opposites. The Lighters may have ultimately won the battle – getting the prize – but Jeff was determined to win the war.
“So, the way I see it, with all the gifts that the Specials have acquired here, I don’t see any reason that we can’t go there and take them back. Josh can see through the walls, Trudy can hear things far off, Danny can plant thoughts, Celeste can find the children by focusing on them and Marissa can compel them to do anything. The Keepers can be the muscle. We can do this.”
 
He went on to tell us the plan in its entirety. We wait until nightfall then send someone out as bait for a Lighter. We knew one would come since they seem to be running rampant. We capture it and bring it down for ‘questioning’. He didn’t further elaborate on ‘questioning’ and I didn’t want him to.
Everyone was in agreement. No one said, ‘hey, it’s just a couple of kids, we can’t risk our lives for them.’ Everyone was in an upheaval and ready to get to the action, to the ‘doing and not sitting’ part.
Once we captured it we would get what info we need to lead us to where Lily and Calvin were. He would let us know, cooperatively or not, and we’d go and meet them there. It sounded simple enough.
It was decided that Miguel would be the bait. It couldn’t be a Keeper or they may not want to attack as easily and we didn’t want to chance it taking long because the Lighter was wary. Miguel could fight better than any of us so he volunteered. Oh, boy. It began.
Merrick, Jeff, Kay, Ryan, Josh and Danny – who insisted on helping and Merrick told him he could stand watch at the door – would wait to ambush the Lighter once Miguel lured it out. Then they’d interrogate.
“Now, Sherry, I’ll need you for some of the questioning. We’ll need to know if it’s lying or not about where Calvin and Lily are. Are you going to be ok with that?” Jeff asked, looking me dead in the eye and raising sympathetic eyebrows.
“Of course.”
It was all I could say.
 
The meeting ended and some of them took off to get some rest as all of those plans would take place at nightfall. A lot of them stopped to talk to me before heading separate ways. Josh knelt down in front of me and asked me – I counted at least five times – if I was all right in between other adamant questions. I assured him I was just fine before he patted my arm and took off after Miguel, who also asked how my leg was feeling.
After rib crushing hugs from Ryan and Trudy, I asked Merrick to help me with a shower. He did and joined me, insisting it would be easier to hold me up that way. I agreed.
After he helped me get undressed he hopped in with me, adjusting the water to my liking and holding me gently from behind around my ribs with one arm. The water was so hot and good. I hung my head and let it roll down my back while he kneaded my shoulders with his warm hands.
After a freezing, miserable night on the rock hard ground with wounds to boot, I couldn’t remember the last time anything felt so good.
I leaned back against him and he feathered some light kisses on my shoulders and neck, sweeping my hair aside. It felt like an eternity since we’d been together like that.
Even though I was black and blue, beaten and broken, I couldn’t let this opportunity slip by. It could very well be our last night alive. We were going Lighter hunting, then bringing that Lighter into our home, then setting out into the enemy’s camp to save our own people. We might not make it past midnight with those odds.
I coaxed him to let me turn around to face him and wrapped my arms around his neck. He knew what I was up to and immediately went into protective mode.
“Sherry Elizabeth,” he said firmly with reprimand. He tried to remove my arms from his neck, but I resisted. “Honey, we can’t. Your leg,” he spoke the words like he was speaking to a child who didn’t know any better.
“My leg has nothing to do with this,” I insisted as I kissed my way up from his neck to his scruffy chin.
I heard him let out the tiniest groan and then shook his head, back to business.
“No, you’re hurt and bruised all over. I’ll hurt you. No, Sherry. Come on. Let’s get you back to our room. You can take a nap and get ready for tonight.”
“I don’t want a nap, not yet. I want to nap later, with you. Who knows what will happen tonight, Merrick. Be with me. Please.” I wasn’t giving up and I threw out the serious pout.
I needed this, to not think about Lily and Calvin, about my leg, about the guilt I felt, about everyone else who might not make it tonight.
Merrick would cave, I knew it. I knew him. I felt him shift on his feet as he blew out a breath and I pressed myself to him, pulling him down to kiss me. I tried for my most seductive, pulling out all the tricks, the few I know. I nibbled his bottom lip, fisted his hair, traced his lip with my tongue. He responded just as I knew he would.
He bellowed out a frustrated groan – at himself not me – for his weakness to my ploys. He pushed his arms around my waist tightly and kissed me with all he had. The thrill of victory only fueled me to new heights. He lifted me, pushing me against the wall gently. I could tell he was still trying not to jostle me too much, but it was too much. I winced and he immediately noticed, halting his assault.
“It’s ok,” I started before he could tell me ‘I told you so’. “Let’s go back to the room. Please.”
To my astonishment he complied, with emphasis. I was so confounded about these powers of womanly persuasion I somehow possessed over Merrick, but was grateful for them. He dressed me and himself and carried me to our room. I didn’t protest this time. This was no time for hobbling slowness.
Once we reached our room he laid me down, placing a pillow under my hurt leg and kissed me again, bracing himself over me on his elbows. Sweet, long, drugging kisses followed. He played in my now longer hair with his fingers, kissed my bruised neck and collar bone gently, nibbled my lips and chin and fingertips. Drove me crazy is what he did. The already warm room seemed to rise a few more degrees in temperature as he made me—for just a little while—forget my troubles and he undressed me gently in the dark.
~ ~ ~
We woke up some time later to a knock on our door. Merrick quickly pulled the blanket over us, just in case. Jeff indicated through the door that it was almost time and we should come get some supper.
I was grateful he didn’t barge in like some people did. We hadn’t dressed after our afternoon . . .um . . .rendezvous. I had fallen asleep quickly, completely exhausted after all the things Merrick had done to me and the sweet things he had said to relax and reassure me.
I drifted off to him whispering that we would all be ok tonight, we’d get Lily back, Calvin was fine, for me not to worry, just go to sleep.
But I would worry. A lot. Merrick would be outside with a Lighter, maybe more than one, without me. Though he would probably be relieved about that fact. I seemed to attract trouble as he had once told me, like a magnet, and it was true.
Every time trouble or injuries could seek me out, they did. I would wind up in the way and on his mind with who knew how many more injuries. That would lead him to be distracted and I’d never forgive myself if something happened to him. How did I ever survive without him here before this, literally?
 
Margaret had laid low with the rest of them during all the excitement, sleeping in the second room. Too aged to really do much good in helping us, but she made us all a big batch of cookies and sweet tea and had been as helpful as could be at her age.
They seemed to be as contemplative of our situation as everyone else, though they were the newest members. I hadn’t even heard her and Pap bicker once all day.
Cain made his way over at some point to ask how I was doing as I sat on the couch. I used both hands to pull him down to me and wrapped my arms around his neck as he squatted down to be at my level. I would not be alive were it not for this man.
I squeezed him so tightly, realizing I hadn’t even spoken to him since the cave. He rubbed his hand on my back awkwardly at first, probably thinking Merrick would get upset if he saw him hugging me. Probably wondering if I had told Merrick about the caves. Probably wondering if I had even told Merrick about that little diversion kiss in the coffee shop, but he didn’t know Merrick like I did
“Thank you so much. If it hadn’t been for you, I wouldn’t have made it. I know it, you saved my life,” I said, pulling back just enough to see his face.
“I shouldn’t have let you go out there to begin with.”
“You tried to stop me,” I reminded him.
“Not very well apparently,” he said, laughing sadly.
“I’m stubborn to a fault, I’m sorry. I think I learned my lesson, though. When people tell me to do things, I’m gonna start listening,” I said, my voice cracking with emotion.
“Now don’t do that.” He rubbed my arms. “No crying, because then I’ll cry and be all embarrassed. And you know what? I doubt I would’ve made it in that cave without you either. You saved my life just as much as I saved yours. You’re pretty warm for such a small little thing,” he said through a smile.
“Ugh,” I groaned, wiping my eyes with both hands, “if that’s what you’ve gotta tell yourself. I know what really happened and I won’t forget it. Thank you, Cain.”
“Thank you, Sherry.” He nodded and squeezed my leg before asking me if I needed anything.
When I declined he got up and headed to the kitchen.
 
Supper was quiet with lots on everyone’s mind. I knew there was on mine. If Lily were here, she would have eaten up her spaghetti like a trooper.
The noodles would hang off her chin, so adorably. She’d complain that it was sticky as I wiped them with a warm cloth and then wiped her hands. When she was done she’d go right to Merrick and he would plop her in his lap as she chatted away. Telling him all about what Trudy had made her for a snack that day and how Miguel had showed her how to color using lipstick he’d found in the bathroom which I’d roll my eyes about.
Calvin would be running around with Frank, playing swords with golf clubs. He’d offer to show Lily how to play spoons, again. He’d ask Merrick to help him explain it because Lily just wasn’t getting it. Then I’d have to explain that Merrick didn’t get it either and we’d all chuckle. Even though the memory made me want to laugh, I couldn’t. I looked at Lana, pushing her food around on her plate with her fork and looking back at the wall, like she was looking out a window, waiting for Calvin.
I suddenly realized how much I wanted this for myself. I wanted to have someone to worry about, as painful as it may be. Watching Merrick be a makeshift father made me want him to be a real daddy. He looked so at ease with it and with the task they’d have to do tonight, catching the Lighter.
My heart started to beat a mile a minute as I thought of what life would be like without them. Without him. I rubbed my necklace charm in between my fingers absentmindedly, a soothing mechanism.
I couldn’t lose him and for the first time since I’d met him, I sincerely feared for his life. I felt the tears stinging my eyes but I held them back. Not just for my sake would I miss Merrick, but for Lily and Calvin’s, too.
Merrick had been so good to them both and they would feel the bite of his disappearance as well as I. Just thinking about it made my chest wrench with physical pain and pounding. That was when I decided. I wanted Lily.
I wanted Lily to be ours. Merrick and I could be her parents and she could always sit on his lap and tell him about her day. She could always take naps with me. She could always complain to us about her hair or spaghetti noodles on her chin.
If—I gasped at my thought. WHEN! When Merrick returned tonight, and we got our kids back, I would talk to him about it and see what he thought. Maybe we’d wait a while and see what everyone else thought first. Maybe Miguel wanted to take the parent role as well. Maybe Trudy.
 
The group that was setting up the trap got ready to go outside and do their thing. I let the tears fall when Merrick hugged me against his chest. It felt so strange to be so totally dependent on someone for safety, yet be so totally worried about that same person’s own safety at the same time.
He didn’t notice me crying at first, but the tears soaked through his shirt and he stiffened. He carried me, still hugging him, back to the wall away from most of the people, then set me down on my good foot.
“Sherry? What’s wrong, baby?” he asked me in his most concerned, very husbandly non-Keeper voice.
“I’m just so . . .worried, Merrick. I feel helpless and useless.” I sniffed as he wiped my cheeks with his thumbs. “I don’t doubt that you can take care of yourself, but if something were to happen to you-”
“I’ll be fine. There’s plenty of us to take on one little Lighter.”
“But, Merrick, there was more than one little Lighter when Cain and I were out there and plenty of Markers. What if you mean to attract one but you attract more than one?”
“Won’t happen, and even if it did, we won’t be far from the store. Phillip is gone. He’s the one who lead all of them here. We’ll be fine. Don’t spend the whole time worrying over me. Go sleep for a while, you need the rest. I’ll let you know when it’s time for you to do your thing.” He pressed him forehead to mine. “And you’re not useless. We need you later to help us. Everyone’s got a job to do.”
“Yes, and yours puts you outside with the enemy, while I’m supposed to just stay in here and sleep and relax?” This thought brought a new round of fresh tears and hysteria.
I knew Merrick was completely undone by the sight of me in tears but I just couldn’t stop.
“Honey, honey,” he crooned, pulling me to his chest and rocking me under his chin. “Please don’t. You know I can’t stand to see you cry. I don’t like you worrying about me. This is what I do, what I’ve done for a very, very long time. Centuries. Dealing with the Lighters and watching over you is what I was made for. I’ll be fine. I’m always fine and always careful. Promise. If there’s so much of a scratch anywhere on me . . .you can spank me later.” I felt him smile against my forehead and couldn’t help but smile, too, at something so human coming out of his mouth.
“You promise? You’ll be safe?” I whispered, biting my trembling lower lip and looking up to him, loving him even more at his constant ability to know exactly how to handle me.
Always with the right amount of humor, caution and concern.
“I promise. Don’t worry about anything. I love you so much.”
“I love you, too, more than anything.”
He leaned down to kiss me gently, but deeply, in front of everyone that would glance our way . . .so everyone. His hands were on my cheeks, completely stroking all the tears away. I hugged his waist and pushed up on my one good foot to reach even more of him.
Reluctantly, his lips left mine and he carried me to our room, placing me down before kissing me once more on the lips and forehead. He watched me for a second to see how I’d react once he started to move away. Then he turned, shutting the door behind him, with one last peek.
 
I’ll be back in no time. Rest and don’t worry about me. That’s an order.
 
I smiled and nodded as the darkness washed over me. My pillow was getting soaked as I continued to wallow in guilt and worry, disregarding Merrick’s plea to stop. I wrapped the covers around myself tightly, rubbed my necklace and tried desperately to ignore the excruciating pain in my leg and whispered a pray for Merrick to be right.
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
Merrick – Another One Bites The Dust
MY HUMAN HEART was just . . .breaking. I had to pull to remove her hand from my neck she was gripping so tightly. I bet she didn’t even realize she was holding on when I laid her down. It was so painful to watch her cry and know I had to leave, especially over my safety.
My safety.
She has never been upset over me like that, not fearful for me. It hurt worse than anything to know that she worried for me, but also, I felt grateful to have it.
She’d been through so much. That poor little body of hers couldn’t stand too much more of this kind of life. She’d been bruised and beaten or healing to some degree almost every day since I finally met her, today she looked worse than she ever had.
I painstakingly pushed all that out of my mind and trotted back to Jeff. I needed to get my mind right if I was going to keep my promise to come back to her safely.
What was that look on Jeff’s face?
“Aw, brother, she ok?” Jeff asked with genuine concern.
“No, she’s not. Let’s just get this over with.”
“She’ll just be that much happier to see you when we get back,” he said, slapping my back.
“It’s not just that. She’s worried about me, about the kids and feels guilty. She’s hurting though she’s trying to act like she’s not. And Phillip’s da . . .the Lighter left fingerprint bruises all over her neck and arm not to mention the broken leg.”
“Phillip?” I heard Trudy behind me and cursed myself silently.
We had hoped to save her from this truth and now my stupid mouth had let it slip.
“Mrs. Trudy, I’m sorry,” I told her as I turned at look at her.
“What? What about Phillip? He was here?” To my surprise she actually looked horrified instead of happy to see her son again.
“In a way. Trudy, please just let it go. He’s gone, he’s not here.”
“Merrick, he’s my son and I’ll always love him, but if he has come back here to hurt her again . . .we can’t have that. I won’t allow him to hurt my poor Sherry anymore than he already has.”
“He’s not.” Maybe I wouldn’t have to tell her.
“Then why did you say Phill-” I saw the recognition hit her eyes and she closed them trying to block the tears. Her fingers covered her lips. “Oh. I see.” She opened them again and looked me right in the eye, letting the tears fall. “Well, when you do evil things, evil is bound to find you. Y’all please be careful out there, you hear?”
She hugged me with one of her rib crushers, even Jeff got one, to his astonishment, and she then looked between us both, still holding each of our hands.
“You two have brought all this to us. Wait – that’s not what I mean. I mean the good things.” Trudy was still crying, letting the tears fall freely as she spoke which wasn’t like her. “I never had much of a family and after my husband died, Phillip is the only son who would even speak to me anymore. I have missed being a real family, a happy family that can get through anything together. Y’all gave that back to me. You are more human than most people I’ve known my entire life. I love you all. Please. Be. Careful.”
Dang. I turned to see Jeff, he looked like he might burst out and cry right there, which in any other circumstance would be humorous. We both nodded as she turned away and looked at each other.
 
This is what you meant. This is the human love you tried to explain to me and I never understood. It actually hurts.
 
Jeff was rubbing his chest while he spoke and swallowed loudly.
 
Yes, brother, it does. I smiled in spite of it all. In the best possible way.
 
And Sherry, she loves you even more than Trudy? How do you stand it?
 
It’s easier than it looks.
 
I smiled at him to convey that it was a joke, but also not. It was easy to let someone love you and to love them back.
We were joined by Simon, Ryan, Kay, Danny, Josh and Miguel by the stairs. Max and Racine came to the stairs as well to bid us good luck.
“Guard you in all your ways, brothers and sisters.”
I saw in his mind that Max wasn’t just talking to the Keepers. He was talking to us all, a collective unit. A family.
“Thank you, brother,” I said in return.
Everyone looked at us, watched us as we moved upstairs and out to set the trap, our one shot to get our kids back.
 
We all had our weapons, just in case, but our main weapon this time was rope and nets. We took our places strategically placed so Miguel had help from every direction but before that, we went over the plan one more time.
Miguel got into place. I saw him stumbling in the middle of the field. It had been almost an hour.
After what Cain told us, we decided I’d be the designated person to relay instructions to Miguel in his mind so all the keepers weren’t yelling at him at the same time.
I could see him perfectly from my spot right on the lid of the barn where the cars were parked. He was trying to walk slowly so as not to get too far away from us. He stopped to tie his shoe and when he did, that was when I saw the Lighter that was standing there, no more than six feet in front of him.
 
Miguel, don’t react, but he’s there. About six feet to your front. You shouldn’t be able to see him, he’s not illuminated, so don’t panic yet. We don’t want him to know the rest of us are here. He’s trying to sneak up on you.
 
Miguel straightened then walked forward another step, then another. The Lighter just stepped out of the way letting Miguel pass, then turned to attack him from behind.
“Hello,” he said menacingly.
 
Behind you. Now!
 
Miguel twisted around and grabbed the concealed knife out of his shirt sleeve, popping it out into his palm and swung for whatever he could get a hit on. The Lighter’s arm was the lucky winner and while he was distracted, Miguel smashed the Lighter’s forehead to his knee.
The Lighter yelled and fell back but wasn’t immobile. We rushed in blurs and Jeff and Kay wrapped Trudy’s husband’s old fishing net around the Lighter, rolling him in the dirt as the rest of us held him down and then tied it all off with the rope.
He was not pleased. He spat dirt, and blinked and yelled. His lip was busted and red dirt was stuck to his lips and face. His face was so plainly evil yet still so plainly human. His dark hair was coated with dust and the more he thrashed, the more flecks fell back into his face and mouth, causing his human body to cough.
We all picked him up together and carried him, wrapped and rolled up. The designated interrogation room was one of the brand new, not quite finished, sleeping rooms. Far away from the entrance and far enough away from everyone else, so as not to hear him scream.
I wrapped a towel that I left hanging on the shelf by the trap door around his head so he couldn’t see all the people and so they couldn’t see him. We asked the others to try to stay in their rooms but just in case. We made it down the stairs easily enough, without incident.
Danny was cursing the thing. I’d even seen him elbow and knee it a couple times, perhaps subconsciously, maybe not. He was murmuring and muttering about how they think they can hurt his sister and get away with it. That the Lighter better be glad that Celeste wasn’t hurt. I felt what he felt. I also felt that Danny definitely couldn’t be in the room while we questioned the Lighter.
I knew Danny. He’d go off on him. He would even think he was enjoying hurting the Lighter, but he wouldn’t, and later he’d feel guilty about it.
I told Jeff in his mind that only Miguel and us two should be in the room. He agreed that no one else should see this. Even I didn’t want to see it, the torturing of a Lighter.
 
We set him in a rusty old folding chair in the middle of the small room. His hands were still bound behind his back, the net only draped down to his waist, his legs still wrapped in it.
Danny and the others didn’t fight us about leaving like I thought they would. In the end, they knew what we would eventually wind up having to do, and if we were all honest, no one wanted to do this. Even to a Lighter. Even to an evil thing.
His black hair was mussed, still dusty, and his head hung though he was awake. Miguel had been slowly bringing in objects; a golf club, paring knife, a book – ironically, a copy of Shakespeare’s love sonnets – and a hammer. Trying to intimidate the Lighter, let him know what was coming.
I sent Cain to check on Sherry, but not to wake her. She didn’t need to see or hear this yet. Just as I thought about it the Lighter looked up at me. His eyes red with irritation and dust. He laughed. “You think you can keep her from him? Crandle will take what is his. Did you forget I can see your thoughts as you see them, Keeper?” He crescendos the last words for an annoying effect.
I wanted to run him through for even speaking of her. And yes, more irritating is I had forgotten Lighters could read thoughts as we are thinking them.
I sighed slowly. “Quiet, Lighter, or I’ll let Miguel get started on you.”
I nodded my head toward Miguel who was twirling the hammer in between his two hands for dramatic effect.
Wow. He seemed to know what he was doing. He had the intimidation thing down.
“You think I will tell you anything, Keeper? Especially to your intimidating pet human. I am not as weak as you think.”
“We’ll see.”
I thought purposefully about how I kicked a Lighter’s feet from under him and once his head smashed to the ground I drove a broken branch through his neck. I showed him in my mind how Marissa made the Lighter jump off the cliff edge that day like the puppet he was.
I thought of the time I once used a sword, back in the day, to impale a Lighter to a tree trunk and then set his accomplice on fire by torch, setting half the woods on fire and killing who knows how many other Lighters back in a fight in England, in the 1700’s.
I also showed him me, stabbing the headless golf club through Phillip’s Lighter body just as he was about to take Sherry to their beloved leader. I smiled, though the images made me just as sick as I was sure it did him, and Jeff who was also reading my mind. He winced as did the Lighter. I didn’t want to remember either.
“Stop it! You think that affects me, Keeper? I’m not human, fool, not like you have apparently become. You’re weak,” he repeated shakily, but I could see sweat beading on his forehead. Hmmmm.
Lighters didn’t sweat.
Lighters could only read our human mind thoughts, not our Keeper communication. I told Jeff and he agreed with me. We puzzled silently over what in the heck was going on. This should have been harder. He should have only caved after hours of physical torture to his human body. That was the only way to break a Lighter; physical pain that they were not used to in their real bodies. I was only trying to show him what would happen to him, not appeal to his emotions.
I wasn’t aware that he had any. That he could have any. I started to explain to Jeff.
 
The Taker must be passing his emotions on to the Lighters. It’s the only explanation.
 
Yes, I think you’re right. That may make it easier for us later on. With emotions, they won’t be as ruthless as they could be.
 
We’ll soon find out. Is nothing ever gonna be the same again? Are all the rules gone out the window?
 
He shrugged and looked at me, shaking his head in confusion.
We couldn’t think about that now. We had to get this done. Time was wasting.
“Alright, Merrick.” Miguel stepped forward. “Enough. Let me have some fun with him.” He smiled the wickedest smile I’d ever seen on a human as I reluctantly nodded. He looked directly at the Lighter. “Oi,” he chirped too cheerfully.
“Screw you, human.”
“Where are they?” Miguel asked and didn’t need to elaborate on who or what we were talking about.
“Wouldn’t you like to know,” the Lighter said and then laughed a breath of a laugh.
Miguel stepped forward and smacked the Lighter across the face with the book. The irony of it still with me as the Lighter’s head whipped to the side. He blinked rapidly and licked the blood from his lip, looking shocked as he winced and squinted in pain.
“Now, Lighter, tell us where they are? Then I won’t have to use the rest of those thingos over there on you,” Miguel asked, leaning over him with both arms on the arm rest of the chair.
“Who?” the Lighter asked, spitting his blood on the floor between Miguel and me, then laughed again shakily.
Without a hint of expression, Miguel placed the Lighters fingers of one hand out of the bind and on a cement block. He raised the hammer and smashed it down before anyone could think or say anything. The Lighter yelled and gasped but when we looked Miguel missed.
Or did he?
“Oops. Next time, I guarantee I won’t miss.” Miguel’s voice was so guttural and his eyes were burning with barely checked anger into the Lighter’s as he leaned over him. His face was only inches away. “Where are the children? This is your last chance to keep your pretty little fingers.”
The Lighter shook, sweating and breathing heavily, the red stain still on his lip.
“What’s happening to me?” the Lighter breathed, looking around as if he could find an answer. “What’s happening to this body?”
“It’s called being human and . . .weak as you called it. Now. Answer. My. Question.”
“I can tell you, but you’d never even make it past the gate. You don’t stand a chance. I can tell you because you’d never make it anyway so it doesn’t really make me a traitor. I’d pretty much just be delivering you to them.” The Lighter kept blubbering, trying to talk himself into it, easing his conscience.
But Lighters didn’t have a conscience, or shouldn’t.
Jeff was looking at me too, understanding what I was thinking. He was just as puzzled as I was. Why were some of the humans immune to the Lighters speak? Why didn’t Phillip’s Lighter grab Sherry and run with her instead of torturing her slowly first? Why would the Takers emotions filter down? Why were there so many Markers? Why? Why? So many unanswered questions.
“You think I can’t get it out of you because you knock back my efforts?” Miguel yelled at the Lighter.
“I think I don’t care anymore,” the Lighter said quietly.
“Enough! Answer my question or so help me-” Miguel yelled, raising the hammer in his hand again.
“Wait! No! It’s in the city. A . . .shed! A big green shed, two blocks from the grocery store in town.”
“I’ll get Sherry,” I said leaving immediately, blurring, running all the way down the halls.
Cain and a couple others were in the commons room but I didn’t speak to them. When I opened our door she snapped her eyes open and searched, squinting quickly. Once she focused on me the biggest smile lit up her face. I dropped to my knees, yanked back the blanket and pulled her up in my arms, probably squeezing too tightly but I was so happy at how happy she was to see me.
“Oh, thank God you’re ok,” she whispered.
“I told you I would be.” I leaned down to kiss her quickly, but she wrapped her arms around my neck, pulling me as close as I could get. After a minute of scorching kisses that almost got her into trouble, I had to pull back.
“Honey, it’s time. Are you ready?” I asked as I lifted and cradled her, making my way out of our room.
“As I’ll ever be.



CHAPTER NINE
Taking One For The Team
MERRICK CARRIED ME into the room. The Lighter was there, tied up and dirty. His sweat had made little wet trails down his face in the caked dirt. There was blood on his lip, but he didn’t look as bad as I had imagined he would.
I was surprised to find I was actually happy about that. My humanity must still be intact even after all this, though I would have guessed not. I would not wish torture even on the cruelest creature.
Merrick didn’t set me down. He cradled me in his lap the whole time as he sat himself on a chair in the corner.
When the Lighter finally looked at me his eyes widened. He sucked in a breath and then coughed, breathing in the dust all over him.
“You,” is all he said as he burned a hole in me with his hate filled eyes.
“Me,” I answered, trying to be brave.
I was trying not to let it bother me that I was literally three feet from a Lighter. Trying not to let the pain in my leg bring tears that he would misinterpret as fear of him, to my eyes.
“You look just awful, Sherry,” he said chipper and then smiled. “You look like you may have been worked over by an associate of mine. Gee, I hope you aren’t in too much pain.”
Then he let out this breathy, evil little giggle, making goose bumps creep up my skin. Merrick tightened his arms around me.
“Watch it, Lighter,” Merrick ordered gruffly.
 
It’s ok, honey, he’s just trying to scare you. You’re doing fine. I’m pretty sure he’s lying about where the kids are, just wait it out. We’ll get them back, I promise you. Don’t let him get to you.
 
“Now,” Miguel started, “tell Sherry where the children are.”
“I already told you,” the Lighter said, dragging out the last syllable and twisting his lips.
“Tell us again, you stupid dill,” Miguel growled, making an advance on the Lighter who flinched.
“A large green shed two blocks from the grocery store in the city,” the Lighter said almost monotone, refusing to look at me.
“He’s lying,” I heard my voice say, but I was too sad to put any emphasis behind it.
I was terrified he wouldn’t ever tell us where they really were, but I forced that out and trusted in Merrick and Miguel.
“What? No I’m not!” He looked at me with a ‘how?’ on his face. Why did they believe me and not him? Then he looked back at Miguel. “Ok. Fine. They’re in the basement of the grocery store.”
“Lies.”
I breathed in a frustrated breath.
“Tell her the truth,” Miguel angrily spat out the command as he picked up the hammer once more.
The Lighter just sat there staring so Miguel took the Lighter’s hand and placed it on the cement block upright by his chair. I swallowed hard and tried not to move.
“Don’t watch, Sherry,” Miguel told me as he raised his hand with the hammer above his head.
Fine by me. I buried my face in Merrick’s neck and waited for the screaming but all I heard was the Lighter yelling ‘ok, ok!’.
“Ok! It’s a big white gated house. Out beside the radio station at the west end of town. Maple Street. Maple Street!” he yelled it all in a rush of breaths.
Everyone looked at me expectantly.
“Let’s go,” I nodded vigorously and my voice cracked with relief.
 
After we all got our gear and the rest of us got dressed. We headed out after Miguel loaded our prisoner in the van. Only a few of them remained, the ones without gifts. The rest of us, even me, made our way to the vehicles and hunkered down for the cold ride to town.
They needed my lie detecting skills, I assumed, otherwise there was no way I’d be going. Or maybe after everything, Merrick was just scared to leave me here without him under any circumstances. Whatever the reason, I was grateful.
Sardined into the three vehicles, we went. No one wanted to ride near the Lighter so he, unfairly, had more room than anyone else.
Celeste and Danny joined Merrick, Jeff and me in the van with the Lighter strapped in the back. We were all cramped up in the middle seat to be as far away from it as possible.
Danny was explaining to Celeste about how they trapped it and took it down to the room to be questioned. How it didn’t even put up much of a fight. He still sounded angry to me.
I hadn’t even really talked to Danny much lately. Not really talked. I missed him. I didn’t even know what was going on with him and Celeste anymore. They apparently were still together but what was to come of it? How were things going? Was he happy? Was she happy?
So I asked him. Not just for knowing the answers but also to take my mind off what was coming once we got where we were going.
“So. How are you guys doing?” I asked when I could get a word in.
“Good,” Danny answered, not really understanding my question, just small talk.
“No, Danny, how are you guys doing? You and Celeste?”
“I’m good.” He looked at Celeste and they both smiled bashfully at each other, Celeste ducking her head. “We’re good, really good, considering the circumstances.”
“Uhuh. And how’s your mom, Celeste?”
“Good. She’s a little freaked out by all this stuff, my gift and all. She refuses to speak about it actually but . . .good,” she answered, looking relieved to change the subject.
“That’s good. It seems like forever since I’ve talked to her. So . . .”
“So . . .” Danny said with an insisting tone, insisting I drop the subject I so wanted to talk about.
“What? I just miss you guys. We haven’t really talked in a long time. I’m your sister . . .I can be in your business. It’s my job.”
“Aho, really? Well. In that case,” he said playfully elbowing me, then he gave me the dirt I was hoping for, “We’re great, really. Margo loves me, of course, and she’s the best. I’m the perfect son-in-law that never was. She’s happy for us.” He smiled. “I mean, we aren’t going to go to your extreme to get married but . . .we would if we could, one day much, much later. Right now, things are just fine like they are.” He looked at her and picked her hand up in his lap to play with her fingers and smiled like they’d had this conversation before. “Celeste is working with me on my gift, and I’ve been working with her some. Her gift is way cooler than mine-”
“Nuhuh, baby,” Celeste interrupted him, “your gift is awesome. I just zone in on people, that’s nothing, but you can-”
“Nope, nope. You,” Danny interrupted her and the nauseating sweetness back and forth continued in spite of the dreary circumstances.
I wondered if this was what Merrick and I looked like to other people? But I was happy for them. They seemed great together and extremely happy.
It was funny how normal things seemed to go on even when everything was so messed up. People could still fall in love, even at the end of the world. If anyone had half of what I had with Merrick, I considered them lucky.
 
Once we reached the spot the Lighter told us about we stopped two blocks away and across the street. Only then did we realize that there was only one other vehicle behind us.
Jeff reached out to Kay in her mind, he told us as he was trying. Then he got the biggest grin and gave Merrick a look. I knew they were talking and I couldn’t help the scowl that raced across my face.
I could hear the Lighter grunting and wiggling in his restraints. It was amazing the things you could use if you just thought. Fish nets for bondage, golf clubs for, what – stakes? Hammers and books as instruments of torture and cooperation.
After a few minutes another set of headlights came into view and then shut off a few hundred feet from us as it coasted to a stop.
Cain jumped out first with something bulky in his arms. He sprinted to us. At first I was alarmed, but then I remembered Jeff’s grin after speaking to Kay, so it must not be anything bad.
Merrick opened the side door and pulled me to the edge of the seat. Cain walked up looking pretty smug. I tilted my head trying to figure out what everyone was up to. Cain’s hands were off the side, on the other side of the door where I couldn’t see them.
“What?” I asked finally, when everyone continued to grin at me.
He produced a pair of crutches, metal and gleaming.
“What? How did you . . .” I laughed as my eyes filled with grateful tears.
“We thought you could use these. We made a little pit stop. Snagged them from the hospital on the way over here, along with a real walking cast and some other supplies we thought might come in handy, you know, since we were there already,” Cain explained grinning and holding them out, ready for me.
Merrick helped me out of the van and I took the crutches from Cain.
“Thank you guys, so much. I can’t believe you did this! Believe it or not, I’m a pro at these things. I broke my leg when I was seventeen on a family camping trip. I had to use crutches for four months. Of course, they weren’t stolen crutches,” I said laughing.
“Stolen crutches are better than no crutches,” he sang winking.
“True. Thank you, Cain.”
“No problem, Sherry. Now, are you ready to get your kids back?”
“Absolutely.”
I had to smile at the way he threw ownership on me, like I had rights to claim them for myself.
 
We gathered around the backside of the van, huddled for protection as much as warmth. It was freezing. We sat alternating Keeper, Special, nobody in order to spread the Keeper warmth around. Merrick’s arms were around me of course. I almost felt guilty, but he was mine after all.
Celeste went to work. When she searched for someone in her mind, her eyes turned from green to white, really bright ethereal white. She looked mystical and somehow even more beautiful and fascinating, even though you’d think it not possible.
She searched in her mind for where Lily was so we would know which direction to go or at least how they were doing.
“Ah!” she gasped angrily, making a few of us jump because she’d been quiet for a few minutes. “They’ve got her tied up and blindfolded. She’s lying on a . . .dirty mattress on the floor. I can’t tell where exactly. She’s breathing, but very still. Maybe she’s asleep. It’s dark and it looks like she’s alone.” She made a small distressed sound. “There’s a dead rat on the floor.”
A few angry grunts and gasps from the others echoed out. I pushed the knot in my throat back down. I knew this wouldn’t be pretty. Merrick’s arm tightened around me and I grasped his hand to comfort him as he was comforting me.
Crying would solve nothing so I listened more as she searched for Calvin.
“Ok. He’s . . .the same, tied and blindfolded on the floor, but in a different room. It looks like a bathroom, not as dark. And it looks like he’s alone too.” She choked out a sob. “He’s crying.”
Danny pulled her head to his shoulder to soothe her, wrapping his arm around like an anchor. Again I fought the urge to cry and forced myself to focus.
“Ok,” Jeff started and cleared his throat. “Now that we know their situations, let’s find out where they are and how many Lighters are here waiting for us. Josh.”
Josh turned to look at the property. He had to physically be looking at the object to see through it. Nothing seemed to be happening to him, except, his eyes, too, were completely glowing white. His baby face still set perfectly, not twisting or squinting. He panned the house and yard past the gate. There was a lot of tree coverage and blinds.
“I see a group of them . . .five, right on the inside of the gate. No weapons, just talking.”
“Talking,” Jeff said, like it was unbelievable.
“Yep, talking.”
“Trudy, what are they talking about?”
Trudy stepped up, still with a huge bandage on the back of her neck. Apparently none of her injuries had affected her extreme hearing.
“They been talking about this Crandle every since we got here, honey. That he is ‘magnificent’ they called him,” she said sarcastically like it was such an outrageous claim. And it was. “The best leader they’ve ever had. That this was so easy, that they like it here, earth. They are happy that they’ve practically won and this is almost all over.”
Of course. What else would Lighters have to talk about? Everyone took a look around at each other, shaking their heads in disbelief, a few muttering under their breath.
“Ok, Josh, go ahead. Let’s finish this,” Jeff growled, sounding highly peeved.
Apparently the ‘we won’ comment wasn’t sitting well.
“Ok. Nobody’s in the front of the house or any of the front rooms. Kitchen . . .hall . . .back bedroom . . .dark and empty. I’m heading upstairs. Second floor. Bedroom . . .hall . . .oh! I found him. I found Calvin! Second floor bathroom. He looks scared. He’s sitting in the tub now, blindfold pulled down . . . He’s saying something, but I can’t hear. There’s a third floor. Wonder who lived here before, this house is jacked. Next bedroom empty . . . Going upstairs . . .nothing. It’s completely empty. I don’t even see any Lighters anywhere.”
“That can’t be, I saw her. I saw Lily on the floor,” Celeste whispered.
“I’m looking, I’m looking . . .still don’t see her,” Josh said in frustration.
“Try a basement or something. The pantry or a closet maybe.”
“Heading back down stairs . . . Not in the pantry. I don’t see any other . . .wait, there’s a door in the hall . . . It’s a basement. I’m heading down . . .it’s full of . . .oh, my…” He started gasping and breathing heavy. “It’s full of people. They are piled in there so tight they don’t even have room to move. They must’ve been down there for a while. Some of them are . . .some are dead. Some sitting, some standing. They’re scared. I don’t think they are under the Lighter speak. I could be wrong. Celeste you said Lily was alone right?”
“Yes, well, at least I didn’t see anyone else.”
“Ok, I’m heading back up now,” Josh said looking green, like he could be sick. “Where else to look, people? Give me something.”
“What about an attic? The house is huge, I bet it has one,” Danny suggested, his arm still around Celeste.
“Going up . . .first floor . . .second floor . . .third floor . . .still no Lighters. I see it, the pull string in the ceiling. There. There she is! You were right Danny. She’s still lying on the floor. I don’t see anyone with her – wait. Oh no. There is someone. He’s sitting in the corner, in the dark. I can see his leg kicking.”
“It’s gotta be Crandle,” I announced.
“You’re probably right,” Jeff said, looking intently at the ground. “Ok. Josh, Cain, Merrick, Trudy, Celeste, Danny, Marissa and Lana come inside with me. The rest of you go with Simon, Miguel and Kay to stand guard out front and wait for our signal to come in and help us release the people in the basement. Sherry, I’m sorry. I guess you can stay here with him.” He nodded his head toward the van . . .and the Lighter.
“You want me to stay with the Lighter down here by myself?” It came out before I could think and way more whiny than I had intended.
“I don’t think so, Jeff, Sherry stays with me,” Merrick insisted firmly, shaking his head.
“Merrick, I don’t like it either, you know that, but her leg’s broken and I’m afraid of what will happened if she comes inside and things go bad.” He looked back to me. “Your leg is broken, Sherry, you heard Josh. There are three flights of stairs.”
“I’ll carry her,” Merrick said.
“There’s an elevator,” Josh butted in before the two could continue, “up to the third floor.”
“Good. Besides, Lily will want to be with her,” Merrick replied, glancing at me quickly.
“Ok,” Jeff relented.
“And, uh, I’m coming with you as well. Calvin’s in there,” Ryan said firmly, leaving no room for negotiation.
“Of course, Ryan, I’m sorry I didn’t think of that. It’s settled. Danny. Why don’t you tell our friends inside the gate to take a walk,” Jeff said, already turning.
“I’ll try. I’ve never done it with more than one before.”
He walked forward a ways, stopped and concentrated, cocking his head. I heard Kay and Celeste whispering, going back and forth about Kay wanting to come with Celeste but her insisting she’d be fine. A minute or so later he spoke.
“Ok, I think they listened. I made one of them say they heard a noise at the back of the house. I think they left. Josh, did they?”
“Yes, I don’t see them there anymore,” Josh answered.
“Ok, let’s move,” Jeff ordered.
I hobbled behind them on my crutches, but keep up with them down the well lit street. I saw a big, white, extravagant gold bordered sign by the front gate that said ‘Mayor Manor’. That explained why the house was so big and guarded.
The house was white with dark green shudders, brick walkways and steps with gold light fixtures and pathway lamps. The gate was already swung open with big letters ‘MM’ on the front written out on the iron fence. Pretentious much? The landscaping was overgrown but you could tell it was once important and thought out. Bushes and hedges lined the fence and house side. There were no Lighters to be seen.
We continued in silence and then out of nowhere we heard loud thuds. Looking up I saw at least ten Lighters, landing on the street in front of us. We were right in front of the gate, just about to enter.
We froze in our places. We had hoped it was as easy as it looked, waltzing in to take back what was ours without a hitch.
The Lighters took a few steps toward us. Before anyone could act on either side, Cain, who was in front, threw up his hands, pushing them forward and the Lighters went flying backwards, including the car parked by the gate and all the trash cans lining the road and sidewalks.
It exploded with force, a booming noise, bright light and whipping wind. Trash and paper flew around and blew everywhere. The car flipped and slid down the pavement like a toy, sparks shooting, glass breaking and throwing out in all directions. The Lighters flew way up into the air, flipping and turning, some hitting tree branches, parked cars and street lights before slamming back hard to the pavement.
Cain turned to look back at us, just as stunned as we were. More so even.
“What the hell was that?” he yelled.
“You’re asking us?” Miguel yelled back.
“I don’t know! Simon? Jeff?” Cain asked, looking sick.
“I’m not sure but I’m grateful for it. I guess you have a gift after all, Cain. We’ll discuss it later. It didn’t stop them for long, see.” Jeff pointed and sure enough, they were already rising up from the ground. “Someone would have heard the racket. Let’s go, break up.”
As our group ran into the gate, we saw another Marker skeleton, like the one before in the field, lying black and empty on the ground. The five Lighters who had been there before came rounding the house looking fierce, glowing slightly as the others had before. They produced enough light to see their faces twisted with anger and also anticipation. They were thinking this would be fun.
Marissa ran forward and stopped in front of them. I heard someone tell her to wait and then grunt angrily, but couldn’t make out who and they didn’t stop her.
“Muse,” one of the Lighters said with clear disdain.
I held my breath. What was she doing? She was crazy. Then she leaned forward a bit and whispered something to them. Then she slapped one on the arm and he went running straight into the thick iron pole of the gate, smashing his face into it. He fell down to the ground with an audible thud.
I forgot the Lighters couldn’t fight the Muse’s wrath. Then she dropped to the ground, just as one was reaching for her and slapped his leg. He too ran for the pole.
Puppets.
Unfortunately, they caught wind of her game and one flipped over her and grabbed her from behind, held her tight as he turned her to face us, pressing her back against his chest, a big smile in place. He made sure not to touch her skin. But just as he was reaching for her turtle necked chin and neck and was about to wrench to break it, he stopped.
His eyes went wide and he started swatting, dropping Marissa who took the opportunity to backhand another Lighter in the confusion, who ran for a pole head first.
The Lighter waved both arms and legs, kicking and screaming, swatting around like there was a bee. A swarm of bees maybe. We didn’t see anything. I didn’t anyway. The last remaining sane Lighter started towards Marissa and then stopped abruptly, a look of pain on his face. He dropped to the ground like he’d been shot. He held his chest, gasping. Looking at his hands, eyes wide like something was there, blood maybe, but there was nothing.
With a quick look at Danny’s satisfied expression my question was answered.
“You did that?” I asked with awe.
“Yep. Let’s go before the fake bees leave and this idiot figures out he hasn’t been stabbed.”
“Wow, baby!” Celeste said, clinging tighter to his arm, in as much awe of Danny as I was.
 
We left the two Lighters, writhing, shaking and swatting on the ground. The others were still unconscious, but for how long, we had no idea.
We could hear a commotion in the street, Miguel yelling in battle cry. The Lighters had apparently made it back to them. They were fighting. It took everything I had not to want to run and help, but we had our own part of the mission to do. We reached the big wrap-around porch which was gorgeous. Jeff tried the door and it was locked. Dead bolted.
“Ok. Now what?”
“I’ve got it,” Danny said, jumping off the porch. He came back with the ‘stabbed’ Lighter in tow by his shirt collar.
“Open it,” Danny told him.
“I can’t,” the Lighter said, still clutching his chest and moaning as if in pain.
“Can’t or won’t?” Danny asked, his voice tight.
“He’s telling the truth. For whatever, he can’t open it,” I explained.
“Why not? Why can’t you open it?” Danny said, his face getting redder by the second.
“No key,” he said writhing.
“Hmmm. That’s sounds like a lie and the truth.” I bit my lip, thinking. “You don’t have a key, but you know where one is, don’t you?” I asked him.
Merrick moved over instinctively to shield me with his arm from the Lighter I was speaking to, as I automatically moved forward to talk to it.
“I . . .don’t know where a key is,” the lighter lied, his pitch black hair falling in his face.
“Anyone can see that was a lie, idiot,” I muttered, exhaling in frustration.
We were getting nowhere, then Marissa stepped forward.
“Enough. Tell me where the key is,” she commanded and then pressed a hard finger to his forehead.
“Under the potted plant by the porch, the rock,” he said and as soon as he said it he straightened up and started swinging.
He caught Danny across the chin with a hard blow that sent him flying backwards over the railing into the grass. Marissa ducked but not fast enough. He clipped her temple with his fist and then kneed her in the shoulder as she bent, sending her backwards. Jeff caught her as he blurred up behind her. Merrick swung himself around to stand in front of me in a blur. I didn’t even feel him move.
He slammed his fist into the Lighters clothed chest and sent him backwards, falling into the railing as well, rolling and stumbling backwards into the shrubs.
Merrick jumped the rail, using one hand for leverage as he slung himself over it and into the grass with perfect grace and balance, Jeff right behind him. They circled the Lighter, blurring, then slow. The Lighter was spitting out obscenities, hissing mad.
I hobbled over and down the steps along with Celeste to check on Danny who was out cold. Scary. I’d never seen him knocked out before. Marissa was all right, but dazed on the porch swing where Jeff had put her.
Merrick and Jeff were exchanging significant glances, meaning they were talking. Then, Merrick threw himself on the ground in front of Jeff and as the Lighter bent to follow him, Jeff pulled the pointed yard sign stake from the back waistband of his jeans, driving it right through the Lighters neck.
The Lighter fell, the brilliant blinding burst of light and then pounding lighting, flame and smoke taking him with it a split second before he would have landed on Merrick, still on the ground.
“Ok. Someone definitely heard that,” Jeff said.
He helped Merrick up and they brushed off as Merrick ran to Danny’s side. Danny came around asking what had happened. Why had the Lighter no longer thought he was stabbed?
“He can only be compelled by one command at a time. He would have continued to think he was stabbed but Marissa compelled him to find the key,” Jeff explained, brushing his hands off.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t know,” Marissa said from behind us on the steps, looking upset and wringing her hands. We all turned to look at her. “If something had happened to one of you because of my stupidity-”
Jeff was there in an instant blur, hugging her to him, his hand on her cheek to press her to him, tucking her under his chin.
“No. No, we needed to find the key. I should have warned you about that. It’s ok, it’s not your fault. It’s fine, sweetie,” he said, running a hand down her hair.
We all just stood there and gawked like a bunch of idiots as Marissa buried her tear streaked face in Jeff’s chest and clung to him. He moved his hands over her like it was nothing – nothing new that is. I had suspected but completely forgotten all about it.
I looked at Merrick. He looked more shocked than anyone. He must’ve been keeping his part of the promise to stay out of the other Keeper’s heads. I grabbed his hand and squeezed to get his attention. He looked at me with a slow, reserved, happy smile spreading crossing his face.
 
I didn’t know about this. Did you?
 
I shook my head no and he sighed and shook his head too, still smiling.
 
I can’t believe this. I’m so . . .happy for him. For both of them.
 
“Me too,” I replied smiling, but as we heard a yell from behind us we were jolted back to reality. They were still fighting out there in the street.
“Ok,” Jeff said, releasing Marissa, clearing his throat and looking around like he had completely forgotten where he was. “Now we got the key, let’s get moving.”
He walked over to the porch steps and went right to the plant, by the rock and snatched the key on a long bright red ribbon out from under it. Merrick lifted me in one quick stride to bypass the steps, then set me back down.
Before the door was unlocked, Josh took a quick peek and told us it was all clear. We went in quietly, shuffling slowly. We knew someone was up there with Lily. We wanted to be as quiet as we could until we could no longer hide the fact that we were here.
The elevator was in the hall, past the dining room and sitting room, at the end of the hall. The house was ginormous and jacked as Josh had said. Everything was cherry wood and pewter. Paintings and plaques lined the walls. The kitchen appliances were all black, even the cabinets. It looked odd to me and off-putting but I bet in the daylight it looked rich and sophisticated.
The elevator was small, only three could fit at one time so Trudy, Merrick and I took it, waiting until the others were already on the second floor before going up ourselves.
Once Merrick pressed the button and the hum and screech of shifting gears rang out, I knew our presence there would no longer be a secret. It sounded like it hadn’t been used in a long time as it jerked to a stop at the second floor and we piled out quickly and quietly.
I was so anxious to see that Calvin was ok, but I would restrain myself. Lana was here and she would be the one to comfort him, to let him know we came for him and didn’t leave him here to fend for himself.
As I looked at Lana’s face I saw how anxious she was as well. Then I realized she didn’t even know that Calvin was there, within her grasp. No one had told her yet and she was just following us. I hadn’t spoken to her since I signed at home that the Lighter told us where to go to find them.
I tapped her shoulder and told her as we headed down the hall. I put a ‘C’ over my heart and point at the door to indicate – Calvin is inside there. She straightened up quickly and rushed forward. Jeff caught her before she could snatch the door open. She struggled and fought him a few seconds while he asked Josh to make sure that Calvin was still alone.
Ryan blurred up and held up a hand to her, to calm and steady her, to indicate to just wait. She stopped squirming.
Josh said Calvin was alone and Jeff released her. She yanked the door open and flicked on the light. We saw Calvin, still sitting in the tub, his eyes squeezed shut and his hands covering his ears. He yelled at us, thinking we were the Lighters and remembering the warnings not to listen.
Good boy.
“I’m not telling you anything! You might as well go on and get out of here. My mom is coming for me. You’ll see!”
Lana rushed over and touched his arm and he flinched back further into the tub and yelled louder.
“No! No! I won’t tell you!”
Lana touched his arm again and lifted his face with her finger under his chin. He opened his eyes, blinked rapidly like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Then he leapt up and grabbed Lana around her neck using both of his arms. She pulled him out of the tub and they fell back on the floor in a heap of happy tears and quiet sobs.
It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. Words were overrated. They could say a million words with their embrace. Lana, though she couldn’t speak, showed her son she loved him and cared for him and would do anything for him. She braved Lighters for him and he knew she would. He yelled it out before that his mom would come for him.
And she did.
Ryan stood to the side awkwardly. I could tell he was itching to physically make sure Calvin was ok. Calvin quickly turned and hugged Ryan, too. Ryan’s eyes went wide with surprise as he beamed and patted Calvin’s shoulder.
Marissa and Celeste were both wiping their eyes as we made our way down the hall to the stairs and the elevator. I was still surprised to not see any Lighters in the house or hear anything. I was beginning to wonder if this was a trap or something. It still seemed a little too easy.
Once we were on the third floor and under the attic trap door, Miguel reached up to pull the cord and we heard a voice, a voice I was very familiar with, boom through the house, rattling the hinges of the trap door and the windows.
“STOP!”
We stopped because he commanded it and you couldn’t fight the Taker’s compulsion; just be still and wait for what was to come.
Then I gasped. It felt like his hands were on my arms, caressing me. His voice was like a caress in my mind as well. Almost . . .sexual. It made me want to vomit right there.
I rubbed my arms, trying to throw his hands off, but they were nowhere. It was all in my mind. So how do you get someone out of your mind? I raked my hands through my hair. I put the palms of my hands over my eyes. I shook myself, looking around, flinging arms.
His voice was in my mind so loudly, speaking the same things from our dream, the same promises and assurances, letting nothing else in.
I was vaguely aware of yelling and grabbing at me but I couldn’t focus on it, only Crandle. Then Merrick was in my mind.
 
Sherry?
 
I snapped out of it in an instant with a gasp. I came to and they were watching me with worrisome gazes. Everyone. I was breathing heavy and Merrick was in front of me holding my elbows to keep me from falling, eying me quizzically.
“It’s Crandle,” I explained breathlessly, shaking my head to unrattle it. “He’s . . .he’s up there with her.”
“Are you ok?” Merrick asked, looking in my eyes to make sure I told him the truth.
“Yes. Crandle was . . .never mind. Let’s get her out of there and go home, Merrick,” I tried to say with conviction but the tears that wanted to fall made me squeak.
Merrick pulled me closer and then we heard the booming voice again.
“Merrick? Sherry’s Merrick, I presume.”
As soon as the voice stopped, another loud booming. The attic trap door exploded, loudly and violently. Wood chips, splinters and steps along with metal hinges flew, sending us all ducking to the floor for cover.
When I looked up again – over Merrick’s shoulder as he’d thrown himself over me – Crandle was standing in front of us, under where the trap door was, a smug smile in place. He was wearing the same attire from the dream. Tan khakis, bare feet, white button up and dazzling smile. I wondered if he only looked that way to me. A glamour to me like before and his true self to everyone else.
“So . . .this is the one Sherry can’t seem to live without. What’s so special about you . . .Keeper?” he asked, only moving to turn his head as if inspecting Merrick.
Crandle didn’t seem bothered by the debris he was standing on in bare feet, or the other people in the room with us. He eyed Merrick up and down and then his eyes found me and he locked me in.
Those were the darkest black eyes I’d ever seen, so much deeper in real life. His eyes refused to let me go. It was harder to fight him in person and so different than in my dream. I was instantly ashamed. Shamed beyond shame because whatever powers of persuasion he was using on me were finally working . . .to a degree.
I wouldn’t actually run over and jump in his arms as some inkling of my brain was telling me to do, but I couldn’t look away either. He was looking at me like I was the most beautiful human he had ever seen, like he had to have me. Like I was special and he needed to possess me. My mind wanted me to consider his offer, it pleaded with me to.
I felt awkward. Everyone was watching, waiting for something to happen, and I couldn’t seem to tear my gaze from him. Then, I felt him caressing my mind again.
His hands on my arms, fingers and breath on my neck, making me shiver and my eyelids flutter. He whispered in my mind that it could always be this way. That he could love me like Merrick, more if I so chose. He’d give me everything, that he was everything Merrick was and more. He was human before, he knew what I needed . . .all the things he could do to me.
All I had to do was come to him and let him show me how he absorbed a Lighter . . .
I stared, listening, contemplating. I felt spongy, flimsy, see through. Like I could take anything and it would bounce off. Nothing could hurt me. My lips were parted and dry and I felt my breath going in and out rapidly. His eyes were still so intently focused on mine, his smile was almost contagious. How could anyone with a smile that looked at me that way be evil? He was barefoot for goodness sake! But I could still feel a sense of . . .wrong.
A flicker of something crept in. A flicker of something right. I turned my head slightly and licked my dry lips, but I was still unable to look away. I knew I was being sucked into something, pulled, drawn into something I wasn’t supposed to be but I couldn’t quite make it connect . . .I couldn’t seem to focus on what I should be heading towards.
Merrick pulled me behind him and as soon as my gaze was broken from Crandle I was myself again.
Crandle’s hands were no longer on me, no longer in my mind. I realized I had no idea how long we’d been standing there like that, gazing at each other. I wasn’t aware of any other voices or movements in the room. Was it seconds or minutes? Had Merrick been trying to speak to me?
Instantly, shame and guilt overwhelmed me and a small sob escaped, against my will, and I covered my mouth with my hand. I couldn’t contain it any other way.
I replayed the words in my head, the Taker’s whispers and promises to me and gasped at my own stupidity and vulnerability.
I grabbed Merrick’s shirt back in my fist to keep him in front of me so Crandle couldn’t see me, so no one could.
Crandle actually said he wanted me to watch him absorb a Lighter and I didn’t revolt! I just stood there and let him touch me with his mind. I was so disgusted with myself, I felt the lump rising in my throat. A couple of hot tears spilled over and I wiped them on Merrick’s shirt back. The guilt was a blaze, a fire, even though technically I didn’t do . . .
And then I heard him laughing, out loud. I peeked around Merrick’s arm in utter disbelief.
“Oh, Sherry, don’t cry, don’t distress, and don’t be too hard on yourself either, love. No one. No one can resist my persuasion. In fact, you fought it more than anyone ever has. That’s nothing to snuff at.” Then he turned to Merrick. “That’s right. I can read your mate’s thoughts. Irritating for you isn’t it? You want to so badly,” he mocked and looked back to me.
I shut my eyes so tightly they hurt, thinking that was how he must have controlled me before.
“No, it’s not the eyes, love. It’s just you. Humans are weak, mundane things. You remember what I told you before? You can have it you know. Right now. Just tell your mate that you want real power, push his puny protective arm away from you and come to mine. Lily’s waiting upstairs for you. Come on. Merrick wouldn’t hurt you, even if you betrayed him right now in front of everyone. He wouldn’t. Come to me, Sherry.”
He was using his compelling voice again and I was worried
because I could feel a little part of me wanting to cave.
“I don’t think that is going to happen,” Merrick said through his teeth and pushed me back behind him further and then spoke to me in my mind.
 
He’s trying to compel you, don’t listen. Stay behind me, touching me at all times. I won’t let him hurt you. We’ll get out of here together, I promise.
 
Merrick’s voice was worried and shaky. They told me before that no one could refuse the Taker’s compulsion. The Taker told me that as well. Merrick was worried that he was about to lose me to it, Merrick could tell he was doing it too.
I racked my brain quickly. I had my wits back and I wouldn’t be fooled again. Should I pretend to be interested in his proposal? Would that give the others time to do something? Would Merrick know what I was doing, that I was tricking the Taker or would he assume I’d been tricked? What alternative did we have?
Merrick said the Taker couldn’t be killed like normal Lighters, so could we fight him here? What could I do once he took me? My leg, I couldn’t run. Crap! Think!
Then I remembered, the Taker could read my mind.
I looked over and he was grinning, clearly amused at my inner turmoil. He whispered to me in my head, caressing my arms with his mind.
 
Even if you come to me only to save your pathetic family, I’ll still have you, Sherry. I wouldn’t refuse you even if you are trying to trick me. I need you, I want you. It may not be real for you now, but it will be. It can be. Come to me and save them. Save Merrick. Save Danny. Save Calvin. Lily is waiting for you. Come, Sherry.
 
“Why me? What’s so special about me?” I asked him out loud without thinking.
He looked taken back that I had spoken to him out right. “Well . . .you’re beautiful,” he said sweetly and I actually laughed.
“I doubt the leader of all evil wants me because I’m beautiful. Why?” I asked again with more force.
“Because you’re . . .honest. Pure. Wholesome. Pretty. Meek. Compassionate. Loving.” His voice was so . . .endearing, and then it turned into something else. Mocking laughter. “Short. Shy. Naïve. Weak-minded.” I felt Merrick flinch and I held tight to keep him from charging Crandle as he continued. “Puny. Sterile,” he dragged out the last word to goad me and I decided to end his long windedness.
“Are you trying to impress me with that list?” I spat out angrily through clenched teeth, pulling Merrick’s arm tighter in front of me, needing to feel him there, to anchor me more than anything else.
“It just is. You are puny where I am strong. You are compassionate where I am ruthless. You are weak-minded where I am most definitely am not. You are my opposite in every sense of the word. Altruistic. I cannot exist without you. I searched long for someone like you, someone to complete what we started. If you want to blame someone, blame your Keeper. If he had not come to love you, and I knew that this was a first, I’ve never heard of such a thing, a Keeper loving a human. Phillip, you remember him, don’t you?”
 
I believe he paid you a little visit a while back in your mind. He warned you I was coming for you, didn’t he?
 
“He let me in on all your little secrets. But I knew . . .a Keeper could only love you if you were perfectly good. So, one quick glance at your pretty little mind and I knew that it was true. I could find a human worth something in this sea of useless mindless idiots. You were the one that I needed. Once I rid the world of humans, and we,” he palmed his chest with both hands, “are all that exist, we need to have you for the balance. There can’t only be evil, as you put it. There has to be both. Balance. So, in a sense, if I destroy all of you, I destroy myself along with you. I can’t have that and your altruism will be the key to your own races destruction. It’s the perfect wickedly ironic ending, don’t you think?”
“You’re delusional. I’m neither perfect nor selfless by any standards, especially not human ones. Merrick doesn’t love me because I’m perfect.”
“Then ask him why. Why would he risk everything for you if you were not?” he asked but I stayed silent as did Merrick. “If I ask him, he will say that is why. You are quite a sight to behold, Sherry. I wish you could see yourself, so small yet so strong willed. Broken physically,” he gestured to my leg, then stretched his arms out to his sides, “yet here you are, in the Lighter’s nest ready to strike down anyone who comes between you and your precious Lily.”
“Why Lily? Why Calvin?”
“Oh, Sherry, they are nothing to me. Except food,” he said laughing maliciously. “Just as those people you saw in the basement will be. I want to absorb them, Sherry, that’s all. Children offer so much more . . .sustenance than Lighters and humans do. They are so pure and clean on the inside. It does wonders for my complexion.” He rolled his eyes in fake modesty and then he laughed again, making my stomach turn, but I tried not to show it. “More than anything, they were just my ploy to get you here. And here you are.”
 



CHAPTER TEN
You Win Some, You Lose Some
IT WAS MORE than strange and embarrassing to have my husband, my brother and my family watch this thing – evil incarnate – sweet talk, seduce and basically try to make me run away with him. It was sick and if he’d stop talking for just a minute, I was sure I’d throw up.
How do we get out of this? What should I do? If I had to sacrifice myself for Lily I would. She had plenty of people who loved her and would take care of her, I’d do it in a heartbeat. But I knew that Crandle wouldn’t let them go. Plus, if I went he said he could destroy the world. So . . .quite a dilemma. It was a trick and I knew it. I also knew he was reading my mind. I wondered if it was everyone or just me.
I saw him raise his eyebrow in amusement to my internal question but he didn’t answer it. What would happen if I went with him? What would happen to me?
“You’ll become like me,” he answered me. “A leader of sorts, depending on your behavior, though I can’t let you become a Lighter. I must keep you human. For some reason, we never could make females Lighters. Too weak I guess, but in your case, you could be the closest thing to one, one of a kind and worshipped,” Crandle answered and I wondered why he did that when he could speak to me in my mind.
And when I thought back, I had only seen male Lighters.
Huh.
“You don’t know me half as well as you think you do if you could think that being worshipped is something I would want,” I said, but I felt like my arguments were beginning to lose steam.
How long could we sit here and go back and forth like this? Something had to give.
“Oh, I know you pretty well. Every human female wants to be worshipped, especially by men. Have you yourself not thought in your mind that Merrick is at your every female command and pouty whim?” he said looking at Merrick, begging for a reaction.
Interesting.
I had thought that but not quite as devious as he laid it out to be. I was being silly and playful, wasn’t I?
“Being worshipped by my husband is a bonus, not a requirement for me. I don’t need that to be happy. I’m not like other women. I think you’ve got the wrong girl.”
“Oh, I got the right girl. Modest as all get out and naïve as well. You don’t see how beautiful you are, how meek. It just makes people want to protect you and love you. You don’t use your powers of persuasion anywhere near the level of what you could. Merrick is merely a toy, a play thing. Imagine having a fleet of toys under your every command.”
But before I could think of anything to say in response, I saw Trudy in my peripheral. She was already the closest to Crandle on his left, but she inched closer.
“Enough of this rubbish!” she yelled and took her iron rod, ramming it right through Crandle’s chest. He fell backward from the force and landed on his back on the floor, banging his head on the hall table. The table fell and the flower vase shattered, spraying water, yellow roses and glass all over the floor.
Cain was under the attic door in seconds, trying to coax Lily, who was now looking down to jump.
“Lily!” he called and then looked back at us to make sure we heard. “She’s here. Lily! Come on. Jump down to me.”
“No! No! The bad man . . .” she started and before I could even suggest it Merrick swung into action, instantly heading for the attic.
“Lily, the bad man is gone now. I’m here. Come on, sweetheart. I need you to jump to me. I’ll catch you, I promise. Come on, baby. Let’s go home,” Merrick said pleading.
Merrick was tall with a long reach but it was still a pretty far jump, especially for a toddler, but she must have trusted Merrick completely, like me, because she jumped without a further moment’s hesitation. She landed safely in his arms hugging his neck so hard and he hugged her so sweetly in return.
“Mewwick!” she yelled, still hugging him. “Mewwick! Don’t make me stay with the bad man! Pwease.”
“Never, sweetheart, you belong with us.”
She continued to be a trooper, tolerating all the happy crooning and reassuring touches and pats of the others, as I stood in my same spot and observed.
She was happy. Maybe she wouldn’t be so happy to see me? She looked as content as could be with everyone else, but when Merrick turned with her in his arms and she saw me, my heart stopped. She practically busted free of his grip to get to me, he had to hold tight to keep her from falling as he strode my way.
“Shawwy!”
She almost strangled me with her petite arms when Merrick reached me. He still held her because of my leg and crutches but she gripped my neck like a vise and I loved every second of it. She was ecstatic, because of me. Seeing me made her happy. That, made me happy.
“Oh, Lily bug. I missed you,” I told her.
“I wike that name, bug, Shawwy. I wike you to call me dat.”
“You do? Well, I’ll always call you that then.”
I was crying, again. I cried a lot lately, especially when it came to this little girl.
“Shawwy, why you cwying?”
“I’m just so happy to see you, Lily bug. Are you ready to go home?”
She nodded her head vigorously with the cutest little turned up nose and raised eyebrows, but our happy reunion was short lived when I heard a familiar laugh echoing in the halls.
Why wouldn’t he just die! Then I remembered that Merrick said Crandle couldn’t be killed by running him through, like a Lighter. Only by fire. Oh, no. Merrick wrapped both Lily and me in his arms protectively.
“What a sweet reunion,” Crandle mocked, pulling himself up and slowly removing the rod from his chest even slower, with a grimace. White light spurting out of the wound until it healed shut. I hoped that it really did hurt. “Unfortunately, I’m tired of these games and I’m ready to go. Sherry, shall we? Or shall I call the Lighters to deal with your family?”
The ones outside? The ones we already took care of? Others? What do I do? I couldn’t go with him. Come on someone, think of something!
“I guess I have your answer then.” He took a step forward and shook his head, looking at me. “I’m so disappointed in you Sherry. First I’ll call the Lighters to come and kill your ‘band of misfits’ as you once called them and then I’ll take you by force. One way or another, I will have you,” Crandle said raising his hands in the air, the rod still in his fist.
His palms started to glow with a faint light, waiting for . . .lightning or smoke or something, I wasn’t sure, but nothing seemed to be happening. What was he waiting for?
Then he blurred forward, moving the few feet to where Trudy was standing. He stabbed her through the back, the rod protruding out of her chest, right where her heart would be.
“No! No!” I heard myself yell but I wasn’t the only one.
Trudy gasped and almost fell holding her chest. Crandle held her in one arm while the other hand was placed over her chest. He breathed deeply, taking big breaths and concentrated. His hand started to glow brighter then came a white light from underneath his palm and his eyes glazed over black and dark. Trudy screamed and wrenched to get free, but just as Jeff moved forward to help it was too late.
We saw a ripple go through her entire body, a bright shining light with it that engulfed her and evaporated just a quickly, leaving her skin dull and ashen, and then Crandle dropped her to the floor and walked away.
Jeff, who was close to her already, caught her and helped lower her to the ground. Her eyes were wide and her face pale. Not pale but ash white. She murmured for us not to worry about her, she wouldn’t have lived much longer anyway . . .and then nothing. She stopped breathing and her eyes closed, head rolling to the side and she was gone.
I realized he had just absorbed her. Something I thought I’d never see and never wanted to. I wouldn’t have Lily in my arms right that second if it hadn’t been for Trudy’s sacrifice.
I wanted to cry, scream, hit and beat something, but my need to make him pay was all I could handle at this point.
“Bastard! You bastard!” I heard myself yelling. Cain tried to grab him, but he pushed him away easily in the far wall. Then he was there, right in my face in a blur of a second.
His palm swept forward at the same time to Merrick’s chest with a powerful blow, sending him bounding backwards and slamming into a huge aerial picture of the town on the wall. I heard it breaking and shattering to the wood floor behind us.
Crandle was right in our faces. I could feel his sickly sweet breath on my face as I held Lily tighter, and the Taker’s arms went around us both like an embrace. Maybe he was going to flee with us this way. Lily spoke before I could.
“You’re a bad man!” she yelled with as much force as a three year old girl could muster.
Then she thumped his nose, as innocently as you would thump a bug off your arm.
Crandle’s eyes went wide, he looked aghast, how dare she, and then he blinked. He blinked rapidly but then . . .something else. He started to clear his throat . . .then choke. He removed his cold arms from us and coughed. He gasped and grabbed his throat. He moved back and doubled over, putting his hands on his knees, still coughing gruffly, and looking up at Lily in angry wonderment.
Merrick returned to my side in a blur and we all looked on, wondering what was going on. Lily had a gift, too. She had just shown us all for the first time, not even knowing she was doing it. As I continued to watch the display, I realized one important thing.
Crandle wasn’t expecting us to be prepared.
I pondered whether he knew about the Special’s gifts at all. He thought we’d go down admirably and fighting but still go down in the end. He thought he’d win. He was a fool for being so blind and arrogant. I squeezed Lily with pride and then looked at Merrick and saw blood on his sleeve.
“You’re hurt!” I yelled and moved to examine it.
He had a gash on his arm. The glass cut through his sleeve and skin on his shoulder but didn’t look too deep.
“It’s fine, it’s nothing,” he muttered absently, still watching Crandle.
Crandle continued to cough and hack on his knees on the floor and Jeff decided to use it as an escape opportunity. He motioned for us to head out the hallway. Merrick took Lily from me and I hobbled away but stopped.
“Wait. Trudy?” I asked Jeff, grabbing his sleeve in protest.
“I’m sorry, Sherry. She’s gone. We can’t save her.”
I bit my lower lip to hold back the sob and nodded as Merrick pushed me, urging me down the hall. Lana and Calvin were behind us. Everyone else was in front.
Then I heard breaking glass, doors slamming and pounding footsteps. I realized the reinforcements had been called in.
Theirs.
More Lighters were here. Merrick shoved Lily and me on the elevator and hopped in with us quickly. The moment the doors opened on the first floor, I saw them, waiting for us all.
Some of us, Jeff and Ryan I could tell, had made it downstairs and were fighting already. Merrick blurred us through the commotion to the front door, putting us in the shadowed corner of the foyer.
“Stay,” he commanded and kissed me quickly.
I would stay this time. I had so much to lose now, precious cargo in my arms. The rest of them took their stand as the fighting continued in the main hall, a huge room with an obscene gold and crystal chandelier hanging right over the center, right above the fight.
Jeff and someone else snuck off, I saw them go. He saw me watching and I must have look frightened because he reached out to my mind, which he didn’t do often.
 
We’re headed to the basement, Sherry, to let those people out before they all get killed. Hopefully, they’ll all be too scared to care if we’re Keepers or not. Stay right there with Lily. Don’t move.
 
I nodded. As soon as he rounded the corner out of sight, the lights flickered and a clanking sound resounded. Rattling glass. I glanced up to see where the noise was coming from. I screamed.
I yelled for everyone to move. As they too looked up, I heard gasps and yells. Even the Lighters stopped and looked, and then ran. Everyone scrambled and scattered in all directions as the massive chandelier came down. It shattered and smashed in the middle of the room sending pieces of glass everywhere. The boom from the crash was enormous and I felt it rattle the floor when it hit.
I shielded Lily and when I looked back, thankfully, no one was hurt. Merrick and Danny were safely by the staircase.
Crandle appeared, falling, jumping down all the flights of stairs, down the middle to land gracefully on the rug and glass in front of us.
“Going somewhere?” he bellowed, laughing deeply.
The Lighters were flanked behind him and our crew retreated some towards the door, towards Lily and me. The Lighters looked fiercer every time I saw them.
This couldn’t be how it ended? After all this, we die here, in evil’s house, right on the brink of our escape?
Crandle continued to laugh, reading our thoughts, at least my thoughts of defeat. I wasn’t giving up. I was just accepting the way it was. Crandle would kill them all and then take me away with him for God knew what purpose.
He stepped forward and motioned with both arms moving forward in a push movement for the Lighters to attack. I braced myself, smothering my face in Lily’s hair and murmuring for her not to look, it would be over soon.
But then I heard Calvin yelling, pulling our attention. He stepped out from behind Lana towards the Lighters. I heard the glass crunching under his feet.
“You killed Mrs. Trudy,” he accused and yelled as Lana held his shirt sleeve to restrain him and I could hear the tears in his voice.
When Crandle threw back his head and laughed again he started all the Lighters in a laughing frenzy. Calvin’s hands and arms started to glow a faint red. His breathing accelerated. His arms pulsed with each breath and then he threw his hands forward, all I could see was a blazing swirl of red, orange and black.
I could feel the heat and my eyes wanted to squint from the bright light. Calvin was spouting fire from his hands and arms and fingers. I recoiled with Lily on instinct into the doorjamb and covered her ears and eyes from the sight and sound of them burning.
Crandle and the other Lighters screamed and screeched, pulling at their flesh, faces and clothes as the licking flames consumed them. Yelling, cursing, running, and falling.
I looked away not wanting to see death. Not wanting to remember. Then I felt Merrick touch my arm and as I looked up, I saw Jeff coming around the corner with a mass of dirty, thin, some bleeding, frightened people behind him.
The burning Lighters were running around, touching and bumping things in the chaos, not purposely, but just trying to put out the flames on themselves. Small spurts of light where their skin was burned away escaped from them.
The Taker came forward, engulfed in flames and looked at us so disdainfully as he burned. His face was stoic and surreal. He knew what was happening. He also knew he’d come back as another Taker, this wasn’t over.
Then he threw his head back and his body exploded in a burst of cold air and light. It was strange to see the fire all around us and yet feel the cold wind we always felt when one of them died. There was lightning like with the others but it was raging in every direction, not just up. It was quick, a few seconds and he was reduced to nothing.
 
The curtains caught fire in the big room by the front window first, and then the cloth table runner and huge fake flower arrangement on the hall table went up in the blaze.
Merrick and Jeff started ushering all of us out, including the basement people, who looked too scared to care who helped them, just happy to be alive. Jeff was right.
I saw cops and ambulances already outside, probably because of our earlier encounter in the street with the Lighters.
“Oh, no, how are we gonna get past them?” I asked, still shielding Lily but not moving since I couldn’t walk with crutches and carry her too.
“Blend,” Merrick answered and pulled his arm around me, taking Lily first.
By this time we were all dirty with soot and coughing, we looked like everyone else as we made our way down the porch and through the yard to the street. I didn’t see any of our group out and about other than the ones that were in the house.
No one stopped us.
No one looked at us.
No one cared.
We casually walked, spread out to the van and other vehicles further down the street.
 
We hobbled over and made it at last. The part of our group who was supposed to stay behind and fight the Lighters was there already, packed into the vehicle, hiding and looking grim. Hoping to come out of this unscathed was a fool’s hope. We lost Trudy and as Miguel explained, they lost Mike. I guessed, all things considered, we should be grateful for only losing two.
“So what do we do with it?” Miguel asked, referring to the Lighter still tied up in the van.
“Well, it can’t give us any more information. I suppose we should kill it,” Jeff advised matter-of-factly.
“Kill it? But it’s defenseless,” Celeste announced in a shrill panic, like we didn’t know that it was tied up.
“It’s not defenseless, Celeste. It would kill you the first chance it got. Should I let it go first then wait for it to try to kill me before I strike it?” Jeff’s response was calm, but I could tell he was tired, agitated, and ready to go home and be done with this day.
“Well no, but . . .I’m sorry. I know you’re right it just feels . . .wrong,” she whispered, looking at the ground.
All I could think right then was that I was freezing, my leg was throbbing, Lily was tired and traumatized as was Calvin. I was ready to take what was left of my family home.
“Enough,” Miguel said bitterly. “One of those bloody things killed Mike and I’m not letting it go. I’ll handle it. Everyone else get in the cars and go home. We’ll stop somewhere out of the way in the van and take care of him. We’ll meet you at the store.”
 
We drove a while. Merrick, Miguel, Jeff, Danny and Celeste, Lily and the Lighter, in the van. We were driving slowly; Miguel said he was looking for a good spot. Good spot for what? Just do it already if that’s what we had to do.
I didn’t want to be responsible for the death of anything, but if we left him alive, what of the ones he’d hurt later as I knew he would. Could I actually condone this? Or could I say it was for the greater good to be rid of one more evil thing?
I was just ready to go home. I couldn’t take another freezing uncomfortable night. Lily was sleeping soundly on Merrick’s lap. He was warmer than me. He didn’t even argue with me about it. Lily was to sit on his lap and that was that. I sat next to him, his arm around me instead, as it should be.
At least I knew this night couldn’t get any worse. We’d dealt with more Lighters, Takers and Markers in the past day than we had in all the other months combined. If I never saw another one of any of them, it’d be too soon. But I knew I would.
No sooner had I thought that, I heard a strange sound. A warped gunshot almost, muffled or silenced. Glass flew everywhere, pelting my head and back, my hands flying up instinctively for protection. Merrick, tucked Lily and me under his arm.
I felt the van jostling and jerking. Miguel had lost control and I saw him hunched over the steering wheel, a blood spot on his shirt in the back growing bigger.
Oh, no! We were heading right for the bridge. Would the control fence keep us from going over?
The question was answered and the answer was no.
We busted through the side and careened over the edge. All I saw through the windshield as we went over and down was dark water and nowhere else to go as the van plunged into the river.
This was it.
The force from crashing into the water sent us banging into the back of the front seat. The Lighter flew over our heads, slamming all the way into the front windshield, still tied up. Its head smashed against it with a loud thud and I heard Lily screaming.
I didn’t see what happened to Danny and Celeste in all the commotion. My vision blurred and the sounds were muffled. Then I slowly began to come back into my own consciousness and regained my composure. I saw that Celeste was unconscious and that Danny’s head was bleeding.
Water started to pour into the broken back window. That was when I realized with finality what had happened. Miguel, still passed out on the steering wheel, thank God he was wearing his seatbelt, had been shot. He had a bullet hole in his shirt, that was why we lost control. But who shot him out in the middle of nowhere? Lighters didn’t use guns.
Merrick started to panic. He was shaking. His arms squeezed us so tightly. His eyes were wide with fear. Lily whimpered softly against my chest.
 
Sherry . . . I don’t know how to swim.
 
“Babe . . .”
I started to explain the mechanisms of swimming and that I’d help him but I remembered about my leg and make shift wooden cast. I didn’t even know how I was going to get myself to the top let alone Lily and him. As if he was reading my mind, Danny came to the rescue.
“Sherry, if you’re sure you can make it, I’ll take Lily.”
“What about Celeste?”
“I’ll . . .hold Lily and pull Celeste behind me,” he said, but he heard how impossible that would be and frowned.
Oh God help us.
“Jeff?”
“I can’t swim either, Sherry.” His voice shook and he didn’t look much better than Merrick did.
How were we going to do this? Two panicky Keepers who couldn’t swim, a toddler, an unconscious women, an injured man and a cripple with only one good swimmer?
The van was half full of water and we had to get out. Now. It was my turn to panic.
“Just go, Danny, take Celeste. I can help Merrick with Lily. We’ll be fine. No time! Go!” The water continued to rise and it was at my stomach. “I mean it! Go.”
“What about you-”
“Mewwick, I’m scarwed,” Lily cried, fighting to get higher on his chest.
“Don’t be scared, Lily bug. We’ve got you. Danny, go! No time to argue. You know I’m a good swimmer. I’ll be fine! Go! Now!” I yelled and if I could compel like Muses or Lighters I’d have used it right then to make him go without another word.
He grunted in frustration and looked reluctant, but pulled Celeste toward the back, taking a deep breath, and he was out of the window under the water level and up towards the surface.
“Merrick, Jeff, listen. Merrick, I need you to help me with Lily. Jeff, you’re going to have to try to get Miguel out and to the surface. All this is going to be is holding your breath and kicking until you reach the surface, ok? You can do this. I know you can. I believe in you both. Let’s go!”
Merrick grabbed Lily and me, and we headed for the window.
“Ok, Lily, Merrick, when I say three, take a deep breath and hold it in and grab on tight to me ok. Jeff, just follow us the same way out. Kick with all you’ve got, ok. I love you.” And the tears choked my words, but I had to finish them. “I love you both. I love you, too, Lily.”
“I love you, honey.” Merrick kissed my forehead. “We’ll be ok. I’ll kick with all I’ve got,” he spoke, but he didn’t look convinced. In fact, he looked like this was goodbye, but I couldn’t even think about that.
The water was up to my chin.
“Don’t do that, no goodbyes. Now let’s go. I’ll see you at the top, both of you.” I looked at Jeff and then back. “Ready, Lily? Hold your breath. One . . .two . . .three,” I shouted and we plunged under the water and squeezed ourselves through the window as we tried to make an impossible attempt to the surface.
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Water Under The Bridge
I KICKED WITH my one good leg, holding tight to Lily. She stopped moving and my lungs were burning. I couldn’t see how I was still alive, but somehow I pressed on. My leg protested, not so silently. I would keep on going until I lost consciousness.
Merrick was still grasping my arm, helping me hold Lily and kicking as well. I couldn’t see through the murky, dark, freezing water, but I felt his jerky movements. The only light was the headlights from the van below us. I felt something pulling me from consciousness.
Death.
It was coming. The last few seconds before the final darkness. My eyes were begging to close and surrender to it. My face twitched, my lungs burned and ached. I strained with everything in me, kicked with the last effort I could muster. Kick! Kick!
My lungs couldn’t possibly hold another second but somehow I pressed on and on and then . . .and then . . .
Then, finally, I broke through the surface and the icy cold breath, though stinging and painful as it was, filled my lungs and I was alive.
“Oh, thank you, God!” Danny yelled as we struggled to catch our breaths. “I was coming to get you. I had to wake Celeste.” He ran to me in the water and pushed my hair back so he could see my face. “Are you ok?”
I nodded as I sputtered and coughed.
“Then, I’m going after Jeff.” He plunged back into the water.
I could see again, the blurriness went away enough for me to focus with the small amount of light from the streetlamp. Merrick was on his knees in the water beside me, gasping and coughing. Lily was in my arms, not moving.
“Lily!”
I crawled to the shallow bank as quickly as I could, painfully. My leg throbbed; somehow the dang splint was still intact. I was so out of breath and exhausted but I had to push through that. I laid her head across Merrick’s lap and tilted her neck back and gave one good blow in her mouth.
She automatically spat and sputtered and coughed. She was crying loudly and screaming, scared to death, and shaking violently from fright and cold.
“Lily,” I said soothingly, my teeth chattering. Relief flooded me.
“Lily, sweetheart, open your eyes,” Merrick said, leaning over her, rubbing his hand over her forehead and hair to smooth it and soothe her.
She obeyed and though she still whimpered, she calmed down enough to pick up. I rocked her in my lap. Merrick’s arms were around us both as we knelt in the murky water and mud.
I heard splashing behind us and looked up to see Danny hauling Miguel, who was now awake and yelping in pain, out of the water and Jeff wasn’t far behind him.
Yes! Thank you! They made it.
Merrick helped Jeff to the bank and we all sort of caught our breath and listened to Miguel’s colorful cursing and yelling in pain and confusion.
Then Merrick and I hauled Lily to where the others were. I hugged Danny so tight, tighter than I was sure I ever had. We all huddled there in a circle for a minute, calming our heartbeats and settling our breathing.
I couldn’t believe how bad my chest hurt from the lack of air and then freezing air. It made my heart ache for poor Lily, so tiny and fragile. She must have felt ten times worse. She was so quiet, awake, but very still.
 
Celeste passed back out but woke up after a few pats on the cheek from Danny. We made sure everyone was ok, taking turns it seemed asking each other, all of us worried about the other. Miguel was the worse off, but still the same Miguel. After a quick explanation of what happened, he checked his wound and claimed “he would live”.
Jeff decided it was best to go up the embankment towards the road again and wait. Merrick had to carry me. Danny carried Lily. Jeff helped Miguel up the steep hill and over the railing. Celeste dragged herself, barely. We were a pretty sad bunch.
Once we were all up on the road and looking around we saw another van, parked on the side by the ditch. Its lights were on.
“There. Those are the ones who bloody shot me. But why? Why would they . . .” Miguel asked wincing and swaying as Jeff pulled his arm around him and set him to the ground.
The lights flashed at us and all the doors opened to reveal a band of armed Crandle fans. One of them was even wearing a t-shirt that said ‘Why buy the cow when Crandle will give you the milk for free’.
I had no idea what type of guns they were carrying, but who cared. I was so exhausted and cold I could barely focus or even register to care. But I did care. And I was sick of everything that could go wrong, did go wrong. Murphy’s Law could stick it. I was just done.
“Well, hello there,” one of the men in the center spoke, his voice deep, really deep. “You’re still alive I see. That’s a shame. It would’ve been much easier for you if you’d just died in the crash.”
“Wait, Jack, look. They’ve got Lily,” a female voice announced, sounding entirely too annoyed to be referring to the precious thing Danny was holding in his arms as she stepped up to cling to the man’s arm.
My heart clenched in my chest painfully. This was what death felt like I would imagine. I thought I was dying in the cave and then the water, but no, that was cake compared to this. Compared to watching Lily freeze with fear, her glazed eyes too big for her face, her tiny little fist bunching Danny’s collar like she was hanging on for dear life and her lips quivering.
Those people seemed like they were going to attempt to get her from us. Over my dead body. And it may just come to that.
“Lily?” the man, Jack, barked with authority, hooding his eyes with his hands and focusing on her.
“Danny, bring her to Merrick,” I said low so he could hear, but the others couldn’t.
He did and Merrick wrapped her up in his warm arms.
“Lily! Come to your momma!” Jack ordered again.
“Pwease don’t make me go. He’s a bad man,” Lily whispered with tears in her eyes, looking right into Merrick’s face.
It must be breaking his heart as it was mine because he looked sick. Sick that this little girl had to go through so much and yet he was thrilled that she wanted to stay with us without even a second thought.
“Of course not, sweetheart,” Merrick told her, readjusting her to his right arm so his left could support me better. What I wouldn’t give for those stolen crutches right about now. “You don’t ever have to go to them again if you don’t want to.”
“Lily. It’s momma. Come on now. Get down from there and come to your momma,” the female voice said, sweeter this time, coaxing.
“Enough,” I said through my clenched teeth to keep them from chattering. “You can’t have her. Now get on with it. You shot at our van. Shot Miguel. Why?”
“Uhoh! We got ourselves a big mouth. Ignorant woman. We were called in when you attacked the house. You stupid fools! You really thought that you could not only defy the authority of the leader, but also go to his home, attack him and get away with it? Bold but stupid. No wonder if you’ve got this little . . .pathetic excuse for a women leading your outfit,” Jack said with clear disbelief in his voice.
Merrick growled deep in his throat beside me.
“We went to get Lily back, seeing as how he kidnapped her,” I snapped back.
I could only make them out slightly in the yellow glow since my eyes had adjusted. The men behind the female and Jack held lantern flashlights and that was helping too. The women rolled her eyes and made a ‘who cares’ face, her hands going to her hips but the man stood firm and completely still.
“If that’s true he had a reason. He always has a reason. You think I care about that? We sacrifice everything for Crandle. Even her. Nobody or nothing is worth more than the savior of the world. This is war, darling, or hasn’t anybody told you?” the man spouted with a tone of disbelief, like how could we be so stupid as not to believe it already.
Lily, clinging to Merrick, buried her face in his neck. I knew she didn’t really understand the words he was saying, but she understood the ramifications at least. They didn’t want her as a daughter. They didn’t really want her at all except to do bidding for Crandle.
I wished I could comfort her with words, but what could you say to someone who was hearing from their own father’s mouth that they didn’t want you? Especially the words of a delusional psycho and his blindly adoring, idiotic wife.
“Ok, whatever, let’s get on with this. You don’t want her, fine. We do.” Merrick and I looked at each other and despite the situation smiled knowingly. I continued. “Now what?”
They all pulled guns from the backs of their belts simultaneously, like it was some plan or choreographed cheesy action movie stunt. Ugh. I was at my breaking point. I was slap happy. They had guns pointed at us and all I wanted to do was laugh at the cliché.
“She won’t save you. If she won’t come to us then I have no problem with sending her to hell with the rest of you,” Jack said with gun pointed, taking one small step forward.
We stand off, them on one side of the street with guns pointed and us on the other, injuries a plenty and weaponless. I could hear Danny whisper to me from behind me.
“I can make one of them drop the gun, but not all six of them at the same time, the others will just shoot us before I can get them all down.”
“I know, Danny, I know,” I said knowingly, not defeated.
I look back at all of them. Jeff was standing in front of Miguel as he lay on the ground. Celeste was standing with Danny, their arms around each other.
I didn’t want to die and I didn’t want them to die, but fate hadn’t exactly been a very nice ally lately.
I’d been almost killed more times than I could count on one hand in the past day. I was tired, drained and achy but the sun was slowly coming up. I had Lily, Merrick and Danny there beside me.
We did what we set out to do. Get Lily and Calvin back. Calvin was safe with Lana and as harsh as it might be to say it, I’d rather Lily be here with us, even to die, than to live a life of abuse and God knows what else with Crandle or these lunatics. If this has to be it, the end, I guess being in the arms of the ones you loved was a better way to go.
I closed my eyes and hugged Merrick and Lily to me. Merrick must have understood, too. He pulled us tighter and rested his forehead on mine. I tried to block out the fact that Lily’s lips were blue and we were all still shaking uncontrollably, except Merrick, who had desperately been trying to cover us with his warmth.
We stood there together and I felt Danny’s and other shivering arms surround behind me, Celeste probably, but I didn’t really care who. They were all my family now. I wrapped one arm around to touch them.
I heard Celeste crying, but I just whispered to Lily.
“I love you, Lily, so much it hurts.” I told her, not caring if the gun men heard us or care what they did anymore. I just wanted her to know that someone really and truly loved her.
I heard a gasp and whispers. I glanced up to see what they were waiting for. Following their gaze I saw a vehicle coming down the road.
We all stared, glancing back and forth between the oncoming truck and the evildoers gunning us down, wondering what they were going to do. Maybe this truck was with them.
The truck began to slow down as it neared us. The sun was barely casting a glow over the horizon, a brilliant orange and yellow haze over the land and sky. Wow, a whole night outside without Markers. I had forgotten to even think about the possibility of Markers in the mix, that would have definitely have made things way more . . .interesting.
As grateful as that revelation made me I pulled myself back to the freezing cold reality of standing road side, about to die and wondering what the truck was . . .Wait! I knew that truck!
Cain!
Cain’s silver Dakota was making a slow ascent up to us on the hill where the demolished bridge side was. I tried to keep my excitement to myself and not show it on my face so the others across the street wouldn’t know.
I elbowed Merrick behind Lily slightly.
 
I see him.
 
I glanced quickly at Danny and he had already noticed, too. Then I heard a shout; a deep, manly, bellowed scream. Turning my attention back to the ones with guns, one of the men in the back had taken off running through the brush and dirt behind them holding his gun over his head, knees drawing up high as he sprinted away.
Danny.
I sighed in relief. Danny willed him to run. It was too much confusion for them, the truck and now their man leaving them. They glanced around to each other in confusion. Another one of their men took off running and yelling. Jack yelled at him to ‘Get back here idiot’, but he didn’t stop. He couldn’t.
The truck had almost come to a stop, barely rolling about twenty five feet from us. Jack and his wife were restless. He lifted his gun and Cain or whoever was driving gunned it. Tires squealed and smoked as he accelerated quickly towards us.
Merrick pulled Lily and me down to the ground behind him, throwing himself over us. Danny and the rest of them got down, too, afraid of Jack and his trigger-happy finger.
I turned my head in time to see a blaze of fire coming from the truck side and at first I was horrified thinking that the truck was on fire, but then I see Jack, his wife and the rest of the gun men running and yelling.
I heard the woman yell “devil”. I sat up and saw the stopped truck just as Cain, Calvin, Simon and Ryan jump out of the now open side door. Calvin. Calvin and his fire hands saved us. He got the fire from his fingertips he always wanted after all.
My heart jumped up into my throat with pure joy.
“You were right, Sherry, if there is trouble, you will definitely find it,” Cain said jokingly, helping me up.
I threw my arms around him for support but also for a very tight hug that I desperately needed. I couldn’t stop the tears and didn’t want to. He hugged me too, for real this time, and I was grateful. He finally got it. We were family, completely stuck with each other and I wouldn’t have it any other way.
He leaned back a little, but still held me up.
“Are you ok? I see you got rid of the perfectly good crutches I got you.” He smiled but still looked concerned. Then looked around scowling. “Where is the van?”
“With my crutches . . .at the bottom of the river.”
He looked us all over, as Miguel and Jeff were helped up by Ryan who also came with them to find us. He took in our wet clothes and blue lips.
“Oh, no. You were in the van when it went over the bridge.” He paled, whispering, not a question, but a statement. “How? How did you get out?”
“Well . . .it was pretty tricky,” I squeaked through my tears and almost collapsed from the relief.
I was sure we weren’t going to make it this time. I was positive that was it. How we made it out alive, I still couldn’t wrap my head around it. It just didn’t add up. The odds were stacked against us so high, I couldn’t see over it.
I started to sway and Cain grabbed me up under my knees and behind my back and carried me to the van – the enemies van parked on the side of the road. The van they left with the keys inside. Convenient.
I didn’t fight him as I normally might because I hated to be weak. I couldn’t fight anymore. Exhaustion and relief took me over and all I could do was let him carry me. He placed me in the middle seat, carefully and with such ease as to not jostle my leg, which somehow was still wrapped up in that dang bandage and shelf brace.
Just amazing.
Merrick was right behind us with Lily and the rest followed. Ryan drove the van for us and Simon grabbed shotgun as we were all clearly incapacitated and laid out in the back seats. Cain and Calvin followed us in his truck.
There were a few blankets in the van in the back and Jeff grabbed them and spread them around.
I was warm, alive, back with my family, my head on Merrick’s shoulder and Lily’s now warm hand in mine.
Heaven.
If only Mrs. Trudy’s hot biscuits were at home waiting for us. Then I remembered that there never would be again. She was gone. I closed my eyes. I wasn’t ready physically or mentally to deal with that yet.
I looked back to see Celeste and Danny huddled in the back corner. They always found a back corner. He was running his hand down her muddy hair, murmuring, and then he kissed her and she clung to his neck. I looked away to give them some semblance of privacy.
Jeff was checking out Miguel’s wound on his shoulder. With the amount of blood soaked through his white t-shirt, I couldn’t believe he was still awake. But he was and he was not happy.
I looked up to Merrick’s face. He was watching me. I just stared at him for who knew how long. Who cared, he was mine. He looked just as worn out and beat as I did as Lily slept on our laps.
Soundly. Safely. Ours.
I stared at him. I didn’t really want to know what I looked like but Merrick’s black hair was all disheveled. There was a shadow of scruffiness from not shaving for a couple days across his chin, circles of gray under his eyes from lack of sleeping and too much worrying. His gray t-shirt was torn and bloody in a couple spots, his eyelids heavy and dark . . .and there was a smile a mile long on his face, just for me.
He couldn’t be more gorgeous.
He cupped my cheek with his palm and brought my face slowly up to his, his other arm around me for warmth. His lips barely grazed mine at first, and then he kissed me for real, wrapping his hand around the nape of my neck and in my hair.
Already I was breathless, and for a split second I was embarrassed that we weren’t alone, but it didn’t last long. We were alive and gratefulness was wrapping itself around me like silk. I reached my arm around his neck as best as I could with Lily on our laps.
The electricity was definitely turned on. My lips tingled and the more he kissed me the more I wished we were in our closet. The irony made me giggle a little under my breath. I actually wanted and couldn’t wait to get back to our closet. Who would have ever thought?
He pulled back, resting his forehead on mine, our lips barely apart and we practically shared breath.
 
Something funny, Mrs. Finch?
 
I heard his laughter in my mind and I laughed again.
“Irony,” I whispered. “How in the world we keep surviving, I’ll never know. I’m sorry you got stuck with someone so utterly attracted to trouble. I’ll try to tone it down from now on.”
“Don’t worry about it. We’ll always be together, that’s why we’ll always survive. Besides, it certainly makes things exciting,” he whispered smiling.
“Sounds like a plan to me, Finch.”
“A good one.”
“I love you.”
“I love you. Now kiss me, wife, before I can’t contain myself anymore.”
“Yes, sir.” I saluted and complied, laughing.
 
We finished our ride home that way. Lips and tongues locked, breathless and tingling. Grateful kisses. Lily slept the entire way. As for the rest of them, I didn’t know, my entire focus was elsewhere.
We pulled into the store and under the shed with our newly acquired van. We’d have to hide this for sure, probably paint it as well if we intended to use it.
I was carried in by Merrick and Danny carried Lily, while Ryan and Jeff helped Miguel. Calvin was so happy, bouncing around on his toes and skipping as he circled around us.
The second we opened the hatch door there was an explosion, a huge blow of sighs, yells and excited screeches. Everyone was waiting for us. I was patted and touched and squeezed as we receive our welcome and tried to move past so the rest could come down.
Merrick set me on the couch and knelt in between my knees, but I saw Marissa waiting back away from everyone else by the kitchen entrance and it grabbed my attention. The second Jeff came down she lit up and fidgeted, wringing her hands and swaying her weight on her feet. It was almost like she wanted to run to him, but was afraid that he may not want her to.
As soon as he saw her, he pushed through everyone to run to her, picking her up in his arms and kissing her. She wrapped her arms around his neck, crying and smiling at the same time. He kissed her so forcefully and long that I felt like I should blush and look away.
Then he released her – not really, just put her feet down to the ground and grabbed her face in between his big dark hands that made her eggshell color look extra bright and white. He looked at her thoughtfully for a moment then his eyes moved around the room, to survey how much damage he’d just done. He saw Merrick and me watching, maybe a few others, but most were caught up in their own reunions.
He took her hand and walked over to where we were.
“I know, I know,” Jeff said to Merrick, putting his hands up in surrender, still holding her hand in his.
Marissa bent down to me, telling me she was glad we were ok. Merrick and Jeff did the manly Keeper hug thing. They looked at each other for a few moments. I knew they were talking silently so I looked back to Marissa.
“I’m so happy for you,” I said, and I meant it, grabbing her other hand. “You could have told me.”
“We . . .we just weren’t sure how everyone would feel so . . . I mean, Jeff practically hated me when we first met. I just didn’t want to cause him any more problems,” Marissa said sheepishly.
“Hey, I know how it is. If you remember, Merrick and I are the original freak shows,” I said laughing and trying to wipe dried mud from my arms and hands.
“Yes, I remember. I wanted to tell you and Merrick, but Jeff thought . . .you’d be angry. Because he gave you guys so much flack about it before.”
“I knew. I saw you guys before once, I just tried not to make a big deal out of it, but I guess I should have said something. I knew Jeff would feel that way.” I felt Jeff and Merrick looking at us. “Though why he would,” I said and smacked Jeff’s leg, “is beyond me. Come on, Jeff, you had to know we’d be happy for you.”
“This is all new to me, Sherry,” Jeff said softly, shrugging.
“I’ve heard that before,” I said smiling, looking at Merrick, then back to Jeff. “Jeff, you saved my life,” I said vehemently. “You’re mine and Merrick’s family and I love you. I want you to be happy. I’m so happy for you if you are.”
I pushed myself up to hug him.
“I’m glad you think so. I . . .you’re the closest thing to a real sister I’ll ever have,” he said, clearing his throat and pulling me tighter to him.
“That sounds awfully human of you.” I tried not to laugh, but I couldn’t keep the smile from my face as I pulled back to look at him.
“I hope so,” he said laughing, “because I’m not going anywhere,” he said sweetly, looking over at Marissa and smiling.
 
Miguel was brought in to lay on the couch as he instructed Kay what to do for him. He was pale, compared to his normal coffee tan skin, making him look really bad off but he was still Miguel. Loud, boisterous and yelling at Kay.
“Just get the bloody thing out before I cark it!”
She tweezed the piece of metal out as Miguel squinted in pain and threw out more amusing language. Then she plopped the small hunk of metal on the towel beside them on the end table.
“Well, I’ll be stuffed,” Miguel said and then laid his head back in exhaustion and fell asleep quickly. Or passed out. Whichever made him seem more manly.
 
I hobbled a step over to Merrick who accepted me with the biggest smile. Miguel was ok, the kids were back, and Jeff and Marissa were out as a couple and happy. How could so much good come out of such a rotten day?
Merrick folded his arms around my waist and kissed me. As I started to put my arms around his neck I felt a slight tug on pants leg.
We pulled apart and looked down to see a halo of golden hair, two hands pulling on each of our pants to get our attention. We laughed and she looked up. Merrick scooped her up and held her in between us. She was pushing her hair out of her face with her palms feverishly, so cute. Her poor little outfit was destroyed, muddy and torn.
“I’m hungry, Mewwick,” she said sweetly, matter-of-factly.
“Is that right?” he said playfully, about two octaves too high. “Well we can’t have that now can we,” he replied as he kissed the corner of my mouth and then lifted her in his hands like an airplane, flying her into the kitchen.
Her laughter and squeals of delight the whole way filled the rooms.
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
The End of the Beginning
“MEWWICK! I GOTTA go potty!” Lily squealed, wiggling on Merrick’s lap.
“Uh . . .well.”
Merrick looked around franticly for someone to help him.
“I’ll take her Merrick,” Marissa volunteered.
“Oh, thank you,” he answered graciously.
“Sorry,” I said, “I’ll be back on my feet soon and then you won’t have to endure all the girly stuff.”
It had been three weeks since that awful day. The day we all almost died. The day I made a stupid mistake. The day Lily and Calvin were taken from us and returned. The day we lost Mike. The day we lost Trudy.
We had a memorial service for both of them. No bodies of course but we buried some things for them; things that reminded us of them like Trudy’s apron. We put two big rocks over that with their names written on them.
They were out back past the store on the other side of the shed near the tree line. Nobody would see them back there, but we all would know where they were.
 
Shockingly, no one had mentioned anything on the news about Crandle’s death. They were still business as usual. Keepers are evil, Crandle is a God. Blah blah. Jeff and Merrick believed that was because they want to wait until the new Taker comes. They don’t want to seem leaderless and weak.
We all watched the news from then on. For one reason or another we discovered that we were all immune to the Lighter speak, which was great, no more worrying about that when we went on food runs. Merrick and Jeff speculate it was because we’d been aware of them too fully and too long so they could no longer control us like they could before. Maybe up close, but not over the T.V.
The need warehouses were still going up as planned, only a few weeks before they took effect. Things were going to get rough around here, but we had some ideas. And some good minds and bodies behind those ideas. I had faith in this group. We’d be ok, we have to be.
And Miguel, he had to be the fastest healing man ever. He only wore the makeshift arm sling Kay made him for a week. Within another half week, he was right back to normal. Teaching his karate lessons and on me about resting my leg constantly.
He was a freak of nature.
 
Lost in thought I heard someone saying my name. I snapped out of it and giggled a little in embarrassment. Cain was knelt down in front of me, his hands on my knees for support with an amused face.
“Sherry?” he said smiling at my daydreaming stupor.
“Sorry,” I laughed. “What’s up, Cain?”
“I just wanted to tell you guys about the store trip in the morning. Explain how it was going to go down and make sure everyone is ok with that. Miguel, Jeff and I have got it all planned out but I need a list of things from you since . . .you know, Trudy’s not here.”
Yes, I knew.
“Ok, no problem. I’ll get on it.”
“Are you doing alright? How’s the leg?”
“Lot’s better. It actually doesn’t hurt at all anymore but Miguel insists I wear this stupid thing for a few more weeks,” I said the last line loudly so Miguel would hear.
He did. He looked over and rolled his eyes, laughing.
“Well good, someone needs to make you listen around here.” He laughed squeezing my good knee. “How’s Lily today? Been busy and haven’t seen her much lately.”
“Perfect,” I said and I couldn’t keep the smile from my face.
“Wow. It’s funny, you know. How so much bad can happen to us and yet people still find some good. If you look hard enough . . .you can always find the good. It’s just amazing to watch the human condition take a hold of people and wrestle us to the ground in submission of it. All of us, from all walks of life, some not even from this world. You can’t fight it, but . . .even if you could, why would you want to?”
I just stared at him in utter disbelief and awe. I just loved him. I loved these people. And he was utterly and incomprehensively correct. Why fight it?
He continued and I listened.
“Lily has a better life than she ever did. And Jeff and Marissa, Danny and Celeste . . .you and Merrick. You all found each other, despite all this,” he said opening his arms to prove his point.
All this was everything. Cain’s sincerity was breathtaking. I’d cry if I didn’t start the jokes. So I did.
“Well . . .we’ll find you a good resistance girl soon enough, Cain. Don’t worry, it’s my next mission.”
“Oh no.” He lifted his hands. “If Sherry puts her mind to it . . . I’m thinking I should probably be worried. Kidnapping a girl for me is still against the law, you do know that, right?” He smiled and quirked an eyebrow.
“I know . . .but what’s a little jail time compared to true love, huh? Don’t worry about it, I’ve got you covered, Cainy boy.”
“Now I am worried. And you know, you are the only one I will ever let call me ‘Cainy boy’, right?”
He smiled again and squeezed my knee.
“Yeah, I know,” I said with satisfaction.
He laughed, shaking his head as he chucked my chin softly and retreated to the kitchen.
 
Merrick had completely grown into the father role for Lily, whole heartedly and willingly. She loved him with a fierceness only rivaled by my own. They did everything together and he spoiled her like any human father would but better. Of course, we still had to fight for her attention. Though Mrs. Trudy was gone, there were plenty of people to divide her time between.
She started Karate lessons with Miguel. He loved it even more than she did. His face when he watched her mimic him was priceless, you just couldn’t look at her without awe and protectiveness.
And Marissa reads to her a lot, even taught her to read a few words by herself, pretty good for a kid who had never even been read a book to until now.
And Cain, Jeff and Danny all act like uncles in the truest since of the word. They play and chase and give piggyback rides and color and watch the same old cartoon movie over and over with her. She squealed with satisfaction and glee as though she had no idea what to do with herself. Like she didn’t know what this felt like.
Being loved.
And me, I cook with her, bathe her, put her down for her naps, brush and braid her hair, let her sweet talk me into just about anything. Everything a mother would do.
Because that is what I was.
She may not call me mommy and I would never ask her to, but it was how I felt. Everyone even asked me for permission before doing anything with her or giving her snacks and such. The first few times I cracked up thinking why on earth they thought I had more rights than them to make a decision about her.
However, everyone started doing it. Everyone considered Merrick and I her guardians. I mean, I guess it was no secret we wanted the job and Lily certainly wasn’t complaining.
 
And Calvin, Oh, Calvin.
He was just a handsome, healthy, happy young guy. He was growing and becoming a little man, taking care of business. He took an extra interest in his mother since she rescued him. His love and affection for her grew that day as well as his respect.
He made sure to include her in his conversations and relayed what our meetings were about. He was a sweet perfect son who was growing up way too fast. It happened. Adversity waited for no man . . .or child. He had to grow up. His youth had been beguiled from him, but what other choice did you have in these situations?
He wasn’t bitter one bit though. Maybe he just hadn’t figured out that he had a right to be yet. I hoped that day never came. I hoped he continued to think that this was just what was and some things you couldn’t change. But that was ok. Some things weren’t meant to be changed. All things happened for a reason, one reason or another.
 
The past three weeks were peaceful; calm, quiet, blissfully danger free. Both children survived and suffered no nightmares or trauma remarkably.
Not only Lily’s parental figure but also another role had been handed to me, against my will in more ways than one, but you had to do what you had to do.
I was the new Trudy.
I made all the kitchen shopping list and dinner menus. I did a fair amount of the cooking though we still rotated with the other ladies.
Everyone just kind of started asking me things and making me responsible for Trudy type situations. At first I completely rebelled in body and spirit. I was grieving and it just made it harder but so was everyone else. So I took the job and have handled things every since. It was kinda funny considering I was one of the youngest in the bunch and I had been hefted such responsibility in such a trustworthy fashion over so many people.
In a way, I was flattered. My crew of misfits trusted me fully to do it and do it well. And I would.
 
As for Merrick and I, things couldn’t be better. After a few days of resting and recouping things pretty much got back to normal. Except for the fact that Merrick was even more determined now to watch me closer than ever.
His whole ‘you are not safe without me’ theory had panned out more than once, so I let him do what he felt like he needed to without giving him any flack. If it made him happy to watch me like a hawk every minute of every day, so be it. My personal secret service. A gorgeous and persistent secret service who forbade me to leave the bunker under any circumstances.
He constantly asked me if I needed help with anything, how was my leg, could he do some laundry since it was hard for me with crutches. And did I complain? No! What other guy in my life has done these things for me? Zero!
And Lily only made things better. We spent our time with our new family during the day and played with our new charge, as I affectionately called her.
Then the nights were just for Merrick and me and things just got better and better once we entered that little room and closed the door.
Even with all the bad stuff that was happening, I still considered myself the luckiest girl this side of the hemisphere.
Amazing guy, amazing family, amazing love.
~ ~ ~
It was a Tuesday . . .I think. We were hanging around the commons room after a dinner of Mrs. Trudy’s famous pancake recipe that I made from memory. Miguel finally informed me I could use a walking brace. Yeah! So I did and was making the most of it.
 
Marissa and I doled out coffee. I saw her out of the corner of my eye as she bent down to kiss Jeff quickly before giving him his usual, six sugars and lots of cream. It still made me smile to see them and know that, these days, just about anything was possible.
Merrick took his coffee cup from my grasp, letting our fingers slide slowly against each other as he always did, giving me that I-can’t-wait-until-tonight look, which still sent chills down my spine. I smiled knowingly and bit my lip.
How did he still have the ability to drive me so crazy after all this time? It felt like it did when we just met. The butterflies and tingles hadn’t relented.
 
After our coffee and chat I put myself down on Merrick’s lap, exhausted from pancake flipping. Can you guess how many pancakes have to be cooked for a crew this size? Yeah . . .
“You look tired,” Merrick said sympathetically.
“I am tired,” I whispered, putting my head on his warm chest.
“Ready for bed?”
“No, can’t make it. Too tired, must sleep,” I muttered with my eyes closed.
He leaned down and nuzzled my neck whispering, “I could carry you, if it wouldn’t hurt your pride.”
“Are you in some hurry to get into that room, mister?” I sang playfully, popping open my eyes and lifting an eyebrow.
“Oh, yeah,” he breathed, his breath blowing the curls around my neck, making me shiver.
I gazed into his green eyes, utterly baffled by his love for me. Maybe one day I’d accept it completely, but today . . .still baffled. His slow spreading, knowing smile brightened the room like he knew what I was thinking, something he had always wanted to do. Then he asked me his usual fatherly line of questioning.
“Did Lily go down for bed alright?”
“Yep, she didn’t even ask for a song tonight. She was pretty tired. I think Uncle Danny chased her over every inch of this bunker today.”
“He is so great with her. I always knew he would be good with kids, but . . .”
“Never have any of his own? Yeah, I know. He makes a great uncle. Wind them up, spoil them rotten, then send them back to mommy and daddy,” I said laughing and Merrick laughed too.
It was true. I doubted that Danny would have kids of his own or that he would’ve even without the end of the world. He just never seemed interested, but now . . .I didn’t know.
Danny and Celeste were probably the most blatant couple in the bunker. They made out in every corner, they canoodled in every hallway and dark corner.
It was wonderful! I was so happy for them and glad they found other. There was not a smidge left of my original wariness.
Granted, Marissa and Jeff had been known to smooch in the public eye as did Merrick and me, but some things were better left in private. But right now, with Merrick’s lips mere inches from mine, his fingers rubbing the ring on my finger and his soapy clean smell all around me, all I wanted to do was kiss him.
And I did.
Pulling him to me, he resisted like a toddler resists a tootsie roll. He chuckled under his breath as I captured his lips with mine. One arm went around my back and the other rubbed in the hair hanging around my neck. I heard murmurs, and the radio and a card game around us, but all I could feel as I ran my hand through his hair was him and his deep breaths against my cheek and neck.
 
You’re making me insane.
 
I gasped at his groaned words. I’d never heard him speak to me in my mind while we were kissing before. It was strange . . .and oddly enjoyable. My Merrick had my full attention and right then, all I could think about was how I was suddenly very ready for bed. I whispered something along those lines in his ear, feeling his grin on my cheek.
“It’s about time, woman. You can’t just strut around in that apron, flipping your pancakes. You know what it does to me,” he whispered jokingly.
I giggled and bit my lip, but before I could respond we all heard something that silenced us all.
“Hello? Everyone awake?” a voice yelled from the stairwell.
Margo.
She was supposed to be closing up the store.
We all turned and watched the stairs to see what she was yelling about, fearing the worst. Things had been good for too long.
I heard a lot more footsteps, more than Margo could produce by herself. Then my breath became non-existent as I lifted myself from Merrick’s arms and hobbled to the entrance way of the commons room. Chills ran over my arms as I saw a flood of faces I thought I’d never see again come down into our safe haven with weary and anticipatory expressions.
One face in particular out in front I was more than happy to see.
“Lillian!”




 
PART TWO
 DAWN OF A NEW DAY
 



CHAPTER ONE – THE TAKER
The New Kid In Town
I WOKE UP with a rag in my mouth. A moist rag from my heavy breathing, saliva and what tasted metallic, like blood as well. Human blood, my human blood.
I didn’t feel right.
I felt . . .good.
Great even. Much better than dead, which is where I was headed the last time I remembered anything other than now.
I heard distant whispers but couldn’t comprehend them and didn’t care. I marveled at my body, the way it vibrated with life. Hummed and pulsed with my heartbeat, now so much stronger than before. My blood felt potent and important. I tried to wiggle, to sit up but-
A sharp pain stabbed my temples, sending me crashing back down the little progress I’d made, back to the hard cold floor. I tried to grab it to brace myself, but my hands were bound. What? Why?
I was furious but something was settling in my mind, expanding the nerves and vessels. Something vague and foggy. I remembered . . .others.
I remembered . . .pain and confusion and commands. My commands. I told them to bound and gag me. Well, the old me did, the previous one, before me. That’s right. This wasn’t my body, I mean it was, but with other’s life in me. My life now, my blood, my vitality.
I opened my eyes for the first time and saw the ones chatting in the corner. I had no idea what their names were nor if they realized I was awake. I was sure not, seeing as how I specified to be untied and un-gagged before I woke. I didn’t want anyone to hear my cries of pain or hurt my new body. The process of incarnation was so different than just absorbing another life force.
How did I know all this? And my nose was itching like I’d never felt before in my lives and if I couldn’t scratch it soon, so help me . . .someone would pay.
I blinked and squinted to focus. My eyes were crusted and sore. I wondered how long I’d been changing. I mumbled through the gag to get their attention.
“Mmmmfmpm.”
The taller one had the smarts to gasp and look shocked at least as he sprinted towards me.
“My Lord, I’m sorry, we thought you had more time,” he sputtered as he pulled a knife from his pocket and began to cut what I could only assume was rope binding my hands and feet.
Once free of the gag I coughed and licked my too dry lips.
“Don’t call me ‘My Lord’.” I wiped my mouth and scratched my nose groaning with the pleasure of finally reaching it. “Wasn’t this discussed with you? Get me loose, fool.”
“Sorry my . . .sir. Our last Taker preferred us to call him that.”
“I’m not anything like your last Taker,” I scolded with certainty.
“I can see that, sir. What would you prefer me to call you?”
“Right now, my driver. It’s daylight is it not?”
“Yes sir,” he said and double checked his watch twice while the other idiot, the short rounder one, stood in the corner, frozen like the prey he was.
“Then I can’t fly right now, can I? Call my driver and then you may call me Malachi from now on. Do you know what Malachi means?”
He extended an arm to help lift my body from the floor and I swatted it away in annoyance. Did he not know who I was?
“No, sir, I’m afraid not.”
“Yes, you need be afraid. Malachi means messenger. And I mean to deliver a message. Would you care to know what that message is . . .before anyone else?”
I watched his eyes get bright with excitement and his lips part in anticipation at the promise of being special and enlightened. He leaned forward and looked side to side, as if I would whisper it to him.
“Yes. Please, sir, yes.”
“I’m taking over this world, not unlike your last Taker, pathetic as he was, but I mean to succeed. And I will. How you ask? I’ll show you.” Before he could move another inch I grabbed him and held him to me, like an embrace, placing my palm over his chest and watching the tell-tell light of essence spring forth, filling the room and illuminating my preys companion with enough light to see his round face go rounder and his eyes bulge in fright. “By taking no prisoners and showing absolutely no mercy,” I spat out at his life filled me.
Oh yes . . .I remembered this. It was like a drug. Their expressions and the scent of fear wafting off them like a spring bouquet. I couldn’t get enough and the humans were even better at sating me, but unfortunately for these two, there were no humans here.
His power and life floated and zinged through my veins to my arm then my shoulder, through my chest to my heart, where I needed it most. I couldn’t stop the sigh that sprung forth. I groaned at the numbing sweet sensation that I got through my whole body. No human or Lighter experience could compare to the utter annihilation of inhibition and personal suffering. I almost forgot how good this felt. Man, it was good to be back.
And right then, absorbing this fool and anticipating his friend being next . . .there was nothing but pleasure.



CHAPTER TWO – SHERRY
And So, We Meet Again . . .
THE HIGH PITCH, girly squeals and peals of delight and wonderment were all that could be heard in the concrete block of a home, and I was a little embarrassed to be the guilty party.
I still wasn’t getting around the best on my foot and almost tripped trying to leap across the couch to get to Lillian. Merrick caught me before further embarrassment was had and I hobbled to her as quickly as I could. I heard murmurs and greetings behind us, but couldn’t concentrate on them.
Even though Lillian wasn’t even that close of a friend and I’d only known her for a short four weeks before we parted ways from our first hideout, the basement of the warehouse, I was sure I’d never see them again. I’d always wondered if they made it or not and where they were, how they were faring.
I felt Lillian’s tears on my neck and glanced up to look at her. Oh, my. I hadn’t noticed before.
She looked destroyed. As I looked around, they all did. Matted and dirty, bruised, injured and broken. Even though she was glad to see me I sensed something different about her. She was stronger, physically; I could feel her hard arms that used to be soft and feminine around me, but also spiritually stronger.
The sweet, innocent gleam that once was in her eyes was no longer present. It had been replaced with fierceness and her jaw was set in a determined way that told me it must’ve stayed that way a lot. It made me wonder what they have been through.
I framed her face with my hands and felt her rough, dirty skin and the small scars on her cheeks.
“Lillian, I thought I’d never see you again. I can’t believe you’re here. How did you find us?”
“We didn’t,” she said, placing her hands on top of mine, “I mean, we did but we didn’t know it was you. Word about your flyer got out and we made our way here for shelter. There were others we’d found but they thought the flyer was a trick but we had to try. We came down the hatch and there you were,” she croaked and started to sob, placing her head on my shoulder again.
“Lillian, don’t cry, you’re safe here with us.” I tried to placate her with my soft reassurances but she continued to cling to me.
I looked around the room and saw other members clinging as well.
Piper.
Piper, the Keeper who hated and resented me for Merrick’s love for me, was clinging to him just as much if not more so than Lillian was doing with me. A wave of hot jealousy blared through me. I felt guilty instantly but still . . .jealous.
Merrick catches my gaze and as I looked closer he wasn’t even hugging her back. In fact he was trying to extricate her. He pleaded with his eyes, begging me to rescue him and I felt the sting leave my stomach. Of course Merrick didn’t want her hugging him, not after knowing how she felt about him.
I walked Lillian to the couch and set her down.
“I’ll go get you a glass of water, ok? Be right back,” I told her but made a small pit stop.
“Merrick, I need you in the kitchen. We need to make them some sandwiches or something. I’m sure they are all hungry and thirsty.” I turned to Piper and smiled my sweetest grin. “Hey, Piper, I’m glad you’re here. Is everyone alright?”
She pulled back enough to finally glare at me, her fists still knotted in Merrick shirtfront, her face streaked with tears and dirt, but I felt no sympathy. She was giving me one of the most hateful looks I had ever been on the receiving end of.
“Of course, Sherry. I should have known you’d still be stringing Merrick along,” she all but spat.
“Piper,” Merrick warned.
“Not at all, Piper, but we can talk about that later. Right now I need my husband to come and help me. Excuse us.”
I was satisfied to hear her gasp and I grabbed Merrick’s arm with a determination to yank if need be but she let go freely with a surprised look on her face. He put his arm under mine to help me to the kitchen and then turned to me.
“Thanks.”
“No problem, on my part anyway. What’s with her?” I asked, glancing over his shoulder to see her still glaring.
“I don’t know. I would have thought she’d been in my brain the second she saw me, like she used to, but she didn’t. They must be exhausted. She was genuinely surprised by the husband remark,” he said smirking.
“Yeah, I saw. I’m sorry I threw it out there like that, but I figured that be the fastest way to deal with it.”
Piper was still by far the strangest Keeper I’d met. She had feelings of jealousy and hate even back when I first met her. That didn’t seem right considering that Keeper’s themselves didn’t harbor those feelings.
“Don’t apologize. I’m glad you did. We have too many other things to deal with right now that to worry about . . .things like that.”
I nodded and pulled him down for a quick kiss. He bent willingly even wrapping his arms around me and pulling my feet from the floor. I didn’t know if he was doing it for me or for her to see but I didn’t care. I didn’t open my eyes as I didn’t want her to think I was taunting her because I wasn’t. There were plenty of available men, even other Keepers, to suppress her Merrick-appetite. I just hoped she realized that soon.
I pulled back and looked up at him to saw his green eyes bright and burning.
“I really do need to make something for them. They don’t look so good. You can help if you want but I’m sure you’d rather be catching up with the other Keepers.”
He shook his head.
“Nope. There’s nowhere else I’d rather be. Besides, you need me. Admit it, wife,” he said playfully.
“I need you,” I whispered, rolling my eyes and smiling at his sweet consideration.
He kissed me again and we set to the task of making a bagillion sandwiches. I was stealing cute Calvin’s word of course. Everything was so over exaggerated with him. In his eyes it took a hundred hours to get through a day of boredom, there were a million cards all over the floor when we played fifty-two card pickup. And when we made sandwiches for a crew this size, it took a bagillion of them.
~ ~ ~
After we got done, with Kay, Lana and Marissa’s help, we passed the ham sandwiches out along with bottles of water. While they ate, Jeff filled everyone in on what we’d been doing since we parted ways.
I saw familiar faces and new ones. We still had Piper and Polly though. Yay . . .
Also Susan and Frank with his Keeper Kathy, then of course Lillian and her husband Michael’s Keeper Mitchell. Where was Michael? Oh, no. And Sam and Lavonne and the others? Is that why Lillian looked so broken?
There were two new faces. Mitchell introduced them to us as Kenny and Alec. They were both about thirty or forty years old, hard to tell with so much dirt on them. Both were ordinary nobodies like me, not Special and not a Keeper. They seemed nice enough, but quiet.
I wondered why the bell didn’t ring. We installed a door bell up in the stock room of the store. If we had new visitors or a problem up top, you rang the bell to signal us down below to be alert. I know, top notch technology, right? It was all we had to work with and it was efficient. Maybe Margo just didn’t ring it because she brought them down herself. I hope it wasn’t broken.
Jeff began to introduce us and it took a while, which was a good thing. I hoped one day we’d have so many, you couldn’t keep track anymore. He smiled a huge smile and winked at Marissa when he said her name. When he got to Merrick and me, he left his script behind and improvised.
I loved Jeff.
“And most of you know Merrick and Sherry from the basement, but what you don’t know is that they got married since we’ve been down here and they adopted an adorable little girl, Lily, who’s napping right now.”
Then he went on, leaving no one time for anyone to say anything to us or dwell in their negativity. I didn’t have to even look at Piper, though I did, to feel her glare on me. I also got some smiles and a surprised and amused, yet sad, look from Lillian.
Merrick pulled me closer into his chest from where we sat on the floor, leaning on the wall and kissed my temple. I smiled thinking how Jeff said we adopted Lily. It wasn’t said or talked about. It wasn’t confirmed. Everyone just took it as it was. She was ours.
 
I realized I was avoiding Lillian, to some degree. I knew I’d have to ask about Michael and I wasn’t ready yet. Poor Lillian. I couldn’t imagine loosing Merrick. I remembered how she loved Michael, talked about their future and the kids she wanted with him. It broke my heart to have to ask her.
Cain was on one side and Merrick on the other when Lillian came to kneel in front of me while we heard the chatter from other’s getting acquainted.
“I know you’re wondering about Michael,” she said bluntly. “He died a week after we left you guys. It was hard to find a place to hide for a while. It actually didn’t have anything to do with them, the Lighters, ironically. He was electrocuted when he entered an abandoned house that we were scoping out to see if it was safe to stay there, for a while. Somebody had rigged the house for intruders. They were dead already but the trap was still set there. We’ve just been bouncing around, house to house for so long, never feeling safe, never getting a full night’s sleep. Never knowing which one of us is next . . .”
She finished and just sat there, looking at the wall behind my head. She started to sway on her knees and her bottom lip started to quiver. I knew she was about to lose it. I left Merrick’s grasp and reached up to hug her, both of us on our knees.
I held her for a minute, feeling the pressure of Merrick’s warm hand on my back. Then I heard an exasperated sigh and a tapping. I look over Lillian’s shoulder to see Polly, watching us and tapping her annoyingly small foot. Her arms crossed and a less than tolerant smile on her lips.
“Oh, no, not this again. Sherry, just leave her alone. She starts this all the time. I mean, how many months has it been for goodness sakes? Michael died a long time ago and he wasn’t even killed by a Lighter or whatever those flying things are, he was killed the normal way. At least you should be grateful for that Lillian. He died a human death, some of us aren’t so lucky.”
It took all my power not to throw Lillian to the side and charge Polly with all my puny strength. I felt my eyes go wide and my breath heave in a heavy long intake. Everyone stayed silent, watching the interlude. Lillian didn’t even turn around.
“I mean,” Polly continued, “why does she get to be the one to complain all the time? None of the rest of us get our way either. Poor Lillian, poor Michael, poor sweet innocent blonde Lillian. I’m sick of it!”
I wouldn’t have any more of it.
Polly opened her mouth to speak again and I stopped her.
“Enough Polly! Like you haven’t lost anybody. This isn’t just about Michael if you had been listening to her. You have no idea what you’re talking about,” I all but yelled.
I must have surprised a few because everyone’s eyes gravitated to me and I saw they were wide. Even Cain beside me took a swift intake of breath in shock. I refused to feel bad. No one was sticking up for Lillian.
“Sherry, I see you haven’t changed. Still chasing Merrick, still yelling at me, telling everyone what else what to do. I have to say, I didn’t miss you.”
“Ditto,” I answered.
“Enough is right, Polly. You are always on Lillian about something. Enough,” Susan snapped and then sent a small smile to me.
Jeff intervened.
“Alright, alright, everyone is tired and needs some rest, I’m sure. Let’s just get your rooms ready and everyone can hit the sack for a while, huh?” Jeff said, motioning for Miguel to join him down the hall with the others trailing behind him.
I released Lillian as Marissa came and asked her if she could help her find a room.
“Thank you. We’ll talk later,” she said and left.
I sat back and watched them go.
“What the heck was that, Sherry? I’ve never heard you yell at anyone before,” Cain asked, looking more amused than upset.
“She always pressed my buttons, everyone’s buttons, back in the basement before. She has no regard for anybody’s feelings. Who’s to tell Lillian how long she can mourn her husband? What she can and can’t be upset about?”
“No, I agree. I’m just surprised it was you that said it,” he said smiling and chucked my chin.
I smiled back and then laughed as he gasped and flinched. Lily snuck up on him and jumped in his lap when he was looking at me.
“Lily bug. Did you sleep good?” Cain asked her, settling her better in his lap.
“Yep, Uncle Cain, I did. I was dweaming about pancakes,” she said matter-of-factly like it was completely normal.
Us that were left in the commons room all laughed.
“Me, too. I dream about them all the time. Sherry makes good ones doesn’t she?”
“Yep,” Lily answered, twisting her doll’s hair.
I smiled and turned to Merrick, but he was lost in thought, staring into nowhere.
“You ok, babe?” I asked rubbing his arm.
He turned and smiled, pulling me into his lap. “Yeah, I’m great, actually. I hate to say that I was worried about them, but I was. I hated it when we had to split up back at the basement. I can’t believe they found us. It’s just bizarre. Small world,” he mused.
“It is, isn’t it? That’s all? Nothing’s wrong?”
“Nope,” he pulled my forehead down to his, “I’m fine. Just thinking. I’m proud of you too. Polly shouldn’t get away with that crap.”
I smiled at his now often use of slang words. He never used to do that. He kissed me and we’d barely touched lips.
“Eew!” Lily and Cain both groaned.
I made a fake jump to tickle her and she bolted, laughing and squealing.
“So what’s up with Lillian?” Cain asked, stretching his legs back out and flexing them.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“I mean, what’s up? Kids? The husband, I know of. She seemed sweet. And she’s cute, in a dirty ragamuffin sort of way.”
“Cain! She just got here!”
“I know, but you did promise me a girl, remember?” he said smiling.
“A promise is a promise, Sherry,” Merrick mocked, laughing while Cain bumped his fist.
“Jeez! Give her a minute! She might not even like you, ya know. Her husband, Michael, was a pretty great guy.”
“Yeah,” he said and sobered, “I’m sorry. I probably shouldn’t be joking about this right now, should I?”
“I don’t think it’s that, Cain. She’s not pining over him. I think it’s just that she hasn’t had time to stop since we split up. It sounded like it was pretty bad for them. She probably hasn’t even had time to grieve properly, especially with Polly yelling at her about it. Just give her some time. Besides, you’re cute enough I guess.”
“Cute enough?” he said and grabbed his chest in mock hurt. “I’m taking my wounded pride to the hall to see if they need help down there.”
I pushed his shoulder playfully as he got up.
Merrick and I sat there for a while, me enjoying his warmth and his shoulder. I dozed off after and woke up to see him asleep too, with Piper watching us through hooded eyes from across the room.
 



CHAPTER THREE – CAIN
Cleansing Waters
“DANG IT,” I heard myself mutter as I stubbed my toe on a frigging ugly bag someone left in the hallway.
I kicked it to the wall and immediately regretted it as I saw the tall and strange, dark haired girl from before, who was blasting Lillian for crying, come out of a room and lock me in a heinously wicked gaze.
“Sorry,” I muttered but keep walking.
What I wanted to say is, ‘You left your bag in the way and you deserve more than just having your bag kicked you hateful Amazon’. But I didn’t say that and never would.
I’m seeking out Lillian of course. Not just because I was joking with Sherry about her but because she did seem sweet, but she also seemed like she could use some help. She had that broken and fragile thing going on. I liked to feel needed and useful.
I found her with little problem as I saw Marissa leaving her room after getting her settled. She went straight to Jeff and whispered in his ear then bit her lip, playing the innocent seductress nicely. He smiled and laughed, pulling her into his room a couple doors down across the hall and shut the door.
I shook my head. Those two are almost as bad as Merrick and Sherry, who seem to be touching or talking to or about each other every waking minute of every day. Which would be fine except for one thing.
I am absolutely in love with her.
I know, I have to get over it. For one she was only nineteen. Seven years didn’t usually make much difference but for someone that young it did. She didn’t act young, that was the thing, but it still mattered. But number two and most important, she was married.
I would never ever act on it. I would never ever say anything to her about it. Merrick’s the best, like a brother to me. I couldn’t do that to him, plus the fact that Sherry loved him and didn’t love me.
I wasn’t really fine with it all but I’d find a way to be.
I’d busy my time with something other than Sherry, which what with us being trapped together and almost dying, then worrying about her all these weeks as she has hobbled around trying to take care of everybody had been hard.
The first time I knew she was gonna be trouble for me was the coffee shop. Yes, way back then, the very first time I saw her. She came in with her long brown curly hair pulled across one shoulder, leaving one side of her neck exposed. I immediately busied myself behind the counter so as not to draw attention with my staring. I wiped a circle into the counter the full minute she looked around the shop, watching people.
I thought it was such a waste for a cute pretty thing like her to be enthralled by evil but she wasn’t watching the TV. She was watching the people. It was interesting because the Lighters speak drew you right to it so I figured I’d bust out the question that would make or break her story once she finally made her way to the counter.
I knew right off something wasn’t right but I thought it was too good to be true. After the whole kissing-to-save-us incident, which was a good idea, I then learned she was married and I remembered thinking, crap. I could still remember exactly what her lips felt like, the way the soft skin of her wrists felt as I held her arms above her head.
Of course, I had thought to myself, of course, she’s taken. Then I met Merrick and realized how he could get her. He was a beefy tall dark guy with a fierce protective streak for Sherry. Then I learned he was a Keeper and knew why.
I have tried ever since then to stop loving her. Us getting trapped in the cave together did nothing to help the situation and her constant willingness to be her sweet smiling touchy self didn’t help either. But I tried, really. I’m still trying.
But now, I have distractions. The new guys . . .and girls, or girl I should say. Lillian. The others seemed a little too young and hell bent on revenge for my taste. Lillian was really cute. She looked a little young to be married, but then again so did Sherry.
“Hey, Lillian is it?” I asked tentatively, tapping on the door slightly. “Need some help in here?”
She looked up at me and I saw her better. She was a mess. A pretty mess but a mess just the same. Her eyes were red from crying, her hair matted and she had dirt on her arms and face. Her eyes, though, were clear and a deep bright blue and fastened to mine instantly.
Man, the bluest eyes I’d ever seen.
“Um, I don’t think so. I didn’t bring a lot with me,” she said softly and chuckled sadly.
“Yeah, I guess not. Well if you need anything, let me know. I’m Cain.” I reached out to shake her hand.
“Oh!” She made a big show of wiping her hands on her pants legs, even dirtier than her hands. “I’m sorry, I’m such a mess. Nice to meet you.”
She extended her hand, but I knew she didn’t want to and was just being polite. I took it anyway.
“You, too. It’s ok, Lillian,” I said grasping her hand, surprisingly soft for someone in her appearance, “I’m not sure what happened to you guys but you’re not the first new people to come in here. We know it’s rough out there. Like I said, if you need anything, I’m two doors down, that way,” I told her and point further down toward the hall.
“Thank you, Cain. Actually, if you could show me to the bathroom, I’d like nothing better than a shower before everyone starts fighting over it.”
“Sure thing, follow me.”
She did and we parted our way through the hordes of people crammed into the hall and doorways looking for rooms. She was getting pushed around a bit and wasn’t in any shape to force her way through so I reached back and took her arm, pulling her in front of me until we got out of the hall.
I decided to take her to the less crowded bathroom on the other end. We entered the commons room and no surprise, Merrick and Sherry were murmuring and smooching on the floor, as were Celeste and Danny in their usual corner.
To be perfectly honest, and to my dismay, I’d never seen happier people.
Lillian stopped and turned to me.
“So, Sherry and Merrick got married?”
“Yep. That’s what I’m told. It happened before I got here.”
“Huh. That’s strange. I wonder when that started. But Jeff and Marissa too? I saw them before in the hall.”
“Yep. Not married though, just, I don’t even know what you’d call it these days. Dating doesn’t seem to fit does it?”
“No, it doesn’t. So how did you come to be here?” she asked, her eyes drifting back to mine.
“Uh, Sherry came into the diner I work in. She helped me get my family, and then they brought us here.”
“You sound very fond of her.”
“Do I?” I shrugged. “I am. That little gal and me have been through a lot together since then.”
I looked away remembering it all. The cave where we almost froze to death, Sherry’s broken leg, the Markers and Lighters. The Taker. Their van going over the bridge into the river. Lily’s parents. The list of blunders could go on for miles.
“She does seem very Mother Hennish doesn’t she?”
I glanced over and saw that Lillian was looking at Sherry like a sister would with a smile to boot.
“Yeah, that’s a good description. Even more so now, I’m sure, than she was back then. She’s taken on a few more responsibilities lately.”
“Yes, I heard. Wow, so they found a little girl somewhere?”
“Jeff and Miguel did and we all sort of adopted her, but Sherry and Merrick are . . .I don’t know, her guardians. She loves them like parents and they love her, too. She’s the cutest thing you’ve ever seen. Two feet of blonde, bubbly and gorgeous.”
“I can’t wait. I always wanted kids. I guess that’s not possible now,” she muttered quietly.
I looked at her, she must have seen something there, sympathy maybe, because she quickly went into a spat of recants.
“I don’t mean because of my husband being gone, I just meant because, who would bring a child into the world like this you know? I mean, that’d be pretty selfish. Wait . . . I don’t mean that. Crap. I don’t even know what I’m saying anymore,” she said, scrubbing her hands over her face in exasperation, or maybe it was embarrassment.
Either way, it was pretty cute. I couldn’t help but chuckle at her which she smiled and blushed at before she finished her explanation.
“I’m sorry, I’m a mumbler.”
“It’s ok. It’s refreshing actually. No need to hide how you really feel. We’re all friends here. Well, most of us.”
She must’ve got my meaning about the Amazon woman and giggled, pushing her dirty hair behind her ear with her fingers. As we passed each room I motioned and pointed, telling her what each one was used for. We reached the bathroom door. I leaned against the doorframe with my shoulder and put my hands in my pockets.
“Thanks, Cain, and thanks for the tour. I’ll do my best to remember everything, but no guarantees.”
“No problem. I’ll just have to keep showing you until you learn it. I’ll leave you to it.”
She smiled at me, a real smile, as I walked away and I returned it. Nice girl. I wondered how old she was, what she looked like not caked in dirt, was she really as sweet as she seemed, would she be able to get over her husband, would she be the one able to replace Sherry in my thoughts. Gah, I hoped so.
 
That night after everyone showered and the ladies slaved over making dinner for everyone, we traded stories. Everyone piled in the commons room, wall to wall, some people had to sit in the hall and on the stairs. I found my usual spot. Next to Sherry on the back wall. Ahem.
But oh, wow.
When I saw Lillian emerge from the hall all scrubbed clean and hair brushed, I knew I must have done some kind of girly gasp. I couldn’t believe my eyes. I almost asked Sherry who the creature was before it hit me. Her hair was seriously blonde where before it had been dingy and almost brown from mud.
Her skin was a sharp pale making her blue eyes very bright and blue, the thing you had to look at first when you see her. It looked like she was wearing some of Sherry’s clean clothes.
I also saw that I wasn’t the only one looking. Miguel, Josh, even Ryan and that new Keeper were looking as well, just as in awe. Hmmm. And she didn’t notice one of us.
She came to sit herself cross-legged on the floor in front of Sherry, sort of half turned to focus on us and whoever was speaking. I wanted to say something to show the others that I was closest to her. Something childish like “Nana, nana boo, boo”, but I kept it to myself.
I tried to focus on Susan, who was speaking at the time. Everyone told their own story if they had one. Pap told our sad little pathetic story of before we got there. Maggie joined in of course to correct and yell at him about changing things to make them sound worse than they were.
Everyone laughed and it was light conversation mostly. No one went into great gory detail about the things that had happened. Lillian didn’t speak and no one else spoke of her husband. Sherry whispered to Merrick and he smiled at her, then she whispered to Lillian and she smiled to. Then Sherry got up, wobbly on her cast. I extended a quick hand which she took, she always took it. But she wouldn’t if she found out how I felt, so that was one of my main reasons to keep quiet. I was wondering what she was whispering about when she turned to me.
“I’m going to go get Lily, Cainy boy,” she whispered to me.
Gosh, I loved it when she called me that. I had no idea why. It was a stupid, childish name, but oh man how I loved it. And she never spoke it where anyone else could hear it.
None of the new ones had seen Lily between her naps and baths and such. Sherry was apparently excited to make a debut of her.
Lily had been detained in the kitchen with Marissa and Kay for the stories as they finished the dishes. Sherry wasn’t sure if they’d be too gory or upset her. I was just as excited as her. I knew everyone would fall in love with her just like we did.
She came back carrying the girl in her arms, on her hip, her tiny frame barely able to handle even Lily. It was quite comical to look at. I glanced around to get the reactions which were comical as well.
You couldn’t resist all that blonde hair and bashful smiles. They gasped and oohed and ahhed. Lillian’s was by far the best reaction. The sweet womanly tears started to gather in her eyes but she dammed them back and smiled widely.
“Lily, this is the new people that are gonna live with us,” Sherry started and went around the room with the introductions.
Lily was a perfect little specimen. She smiled and waved her fingers at them and tucked her face shyly into Sherry’s neck when someone cooed at her. Our own little Shirley Temple. Since she’d been taken care of and Sherry brushed her hair regularly, which she wasn’t getting before, her hair has started to curl at the ends making her even more precious and doll looking.
Sherry put her down and she ran right to Merrick’s arms, outstretched for her. After Sherry sat back down I decided to go get ready for work. I still worked at the diner/coffee shop. It was a good cover to get things from the grocery store and be seen out in public. Soon the convenience store we lived under would no longer be used or needed.
We started tilling the ground for our garden. We decided to put it under a tarp cover with holes cut in the top for sunlight. It was the only way to keep prying eyes from the sky from seeing the garden and coming to investigate but still let it get rain and sunshine through.
It was the end of the week and that was how it went these days. For the past few weeks we’d been doing the end of the week store runs, preparing for when the need warehouses come and it’d be a lot harder to shop.
I told Jeff and Miguel as much before I left that another run needed to be done. We agreed that all the ones that could go would go in the morning. So far we had three sleeping rooms full of food. It wouldn’t be near enough but it was a start.
I glanced back to survey the crowd before I went up the stairs and saw Lillian throwing back her head and laughing at Lily. I smiled and decided that I was happy with our new guest.
 



CHAPTER FOUR – LILLIAN
Breaking New Ground
I LAY IN the dark, in a new place, in my new room, alone. It was late, but I heard talking in the hall. It was so quiet in this place. You could hear everything. And it was hot and too dark and way too small.
It was perfect.
What luck to find them, Sherry and Merrick and the rest. If I could see the ceiling I’d be staring at it. I wondered if it too was concrete, just like everything else.
I decided I had laid there long enough. I should have fallen right out but I just couldn’t. My mind wouldn’t be still so I climbed out of my pallet. I wore Sherry’s t-shirt that she loaned me though the sleep pants were a little short. I cracked my door open.
The people I heard talking were still in the hall. Jeff and Miguel. At least I thought that was their names. They saw me peeking and the severely handsome one spoke.
“Hey, sorry, did we wake you? Lillian, right?”
“Yes. No, you didn’t wake me, I couldn’t sleep anyway.”
Marissa popped her head out of a door, grabbing Jeff’s arm.
“Miguel, that’s enough planning for one night. Please let Jeff come back to bed now,” she said pleadingly, even as she pulled Jeff towards her through the door.
Miguel chuckled.
“Ok. Ok, I guess I need my own Sheila so I can have someone to jerk me from my duties too!” Miguel yelled as Jeff laughed and slipped in the door, shutting it behind him without looking back.
Miguel rolled his eyes and turned back to me.
“Want to rock up to the kitchen for a bit? I make a mean cup of hot tea,” Miguel said and I was fairly certain I understood what he was saying so I nodded and followed him down the hall.
Miguel wasn’t very handsome, nice looking but too rugged and sharp to be ‘handsome’. Not that I cared what people looked like. He seemed really nice though and has a nice smile.
“So, I heard the bloke say you guys have been living in an abandoned house?”
“Yeah, we found a three bedroom we’ve been staying at for about two weeks. We usually can’t stay somewhere for very long. Things haven’t been too bad until we started seeing those things all the time. The flying things?”
“Markers.”
I decided I was totally in love with his accent.
“Yeah, those. Then one night a Lighter showed up so we figured we better move since Mitchell didn’t get a chance to kill it. That’s when we headed this direction.” Then I thought about what I just said and felt my face pale. “Oh, God. I can’t believe I just said that. How cold of me.”
“No it’s not, it’s a Lighter. They aren’t human anymore, love. Well, I guess that doesn’t matter. They don’t have humanity anymore is more like it. Like the Keepers do. Most of the Keepers have more humanity than most humans I know.”
“Yeah, Mitchell is really great, for sure.”
“Did I hear my name?”
I turned to see Mitchell, he saw us right as we rounded the corner into the commons room, as everyone called it.
“Yes, actually,” I said surprised at my relief to see him.
I had barely seen Mitchell since we’d been here. He kind of took over the protector role of me since his charge and my husband died. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. I thought Keepers didn’t love, that they couldn’t. But now, seeing Merrick and Jeff so happy and even intense in their relationships, it was making me question Mitchell’s intentions.
What if his being so nice and sweet, all the touching and consideration had to do with more than being Keeperly?
“Hey, Lillian, how are you setting up?” Mitchell asked and came to stand beside me.
“Ok. This place is great. A nice hideout.”
I wasn’t sure what to say. I still felt out of it.
“Yeah, it is,” Miguel agreed. “All we got are little rooms and swag beds, but it’ll do, right? Me and my crew came here because of the flyer too, a few months back,” he said then poked his hand out to Mitchell. “Name’s Miguel. We didn’t get a chance to introduce ourselves earlier.”
“I’m Mitchell, nice to meet you. I’m Lillian’s Keeper. Well . . .”
“It’s ok, Mitchell. He was my husband’s Keeper. He died,” I explained.
“I see, I’m sorry. I lost my wife a year ago as well. I know how it is.”
“Oh, I’m sorry. Yes, it’s rough.”
I didn’t know what else to say then either.
“Well, I’ll be in the kitchen if you still want that tea,” he said winking and smiled, already walking to the kitchen.
“Thank you.”
“So how are you really? You cleaned up nicely,” Mitchell said, looking me over.
He’d always been sensitive to my moods, always there for me. It was a good thing he wasn’t in the room earlier when Polly went off on me. He would have let her have it as he’d done on many occasions for my sake. I just couldn’t fight her, not on that. Not over Michael. It seemed so contradictory and I just let her do it to me every time.
“I’m ok. I’m just so tired and wasn’t able to sleep.”
“Come here,” he said, grabbing my hand and pulling me to the couch.
I went willingly. I knew what he was gonna do as he sat and pulled me down next to him, putting my head in his lap to scratch my head.
“How are you?” I asked after I got situated.
“I’m fine. It’s weird being here, especially finding Merrick and Jeff and the rest of them.”
“Yeah. Weird is a good word for all this. It’s a nice place though. Perfect for what we need it for.”
“Yeah. I hear they’ve had some trouble, but things are better here than they were for us. We made the right choice coming here. Don’t worry. Everything’s going to be ok now.”
“I know.” I decided to go ahead and bring up the subject we were avoiding, about Keepers . . .uh, dating. “So can you believe Merrick and Sherry? I wonder if they had something going on back at the warehouse.”
“Merrick used to watch Sherry. He wasn’t supposed to. We’re only supposed to watch our charge, but . . .anyway. He was struggling with it all back then. I guess it worked out for him.”
“Looks like it. They look happy. It’s nice that people can still find each other, even with all this going on.” I winced at my words and wished I could take them back.
I wasn’t trying to provoke him into a confession, but it looked like I was. I tried to hurry and change the subject.
“So, I overheard they’re making a store run in the morning. I think I should go with them.”
“Lillian, you know how I feel about that. I don’t like you going places where I can’t . . .keep an eye on you.”
“I know, but, Mitchell, you aren’t my Keeper. I’m not a Special. Besides I won’t be by myself. Cain and a few of the others are going. I need to do what I can to help.”
He stopped scratching and started to run his fingers through my hair and on my neck, almost absentmindedly. He’d done this so many times to soothe me, it felt like second nature.
“I know I’m not your Keeper, but I still feel responsible for you. I also know you. You won’t feel good until you’ve done something to make yourself useful. I’m not . . .in a position to make you stay so . . .” He sighed, giving in. “Please be careful.”
“I will. Thanks for looking out for me, I appreciate it but you don’t have to. I’ve told you this before. I don’t want to be a burden to you just because Michael’s gone.”
“That’s not what you are to me.” He was silent for so long, I wondered if he’d say more or leave it. Eventually he spoke again. “You may not be a Special, but you are special. Don’t forget that. I will always be here for you, not because I have to, because I want to.”
“Thanks, Mitch,” I said and squeezed his knee.
“You’re very welcome, Lil. Now sleep,” he said as he resumed scratching my head.
And I did.
~ ~ ~
The next morning, everyone was bustling around getting ready for the store trip. I had fallen asleep on the couch, on Mitchell’s lap, for the whole night. My neck stung with a kink, but I pulled myself up slowly so as not to wake him.
He was so sweet. We both fell asleep last night and he’d stayed with me. I could see how uncomfortable it was. His head rested back awkwardly on the back of the couch and I smiled and silently thanked him for always thinking of me.
I turned after throwing the afghan on Mitchell and ran right into Miguel. He grabbed my arm to keep me from falling.
“Oh! I’m sorry.”
“That’s alright, I’ve got no qualms about catching the pretty ones,” Miguel said and winked, releasing my arm.
“Thanks.” I looked around. “So, everyone is going on the run?”
“Just about, everyone that can go, at least. We got a lot of stocking up to do before the need warehouses screw it all up for us.”
“Yeah . . .” We slowly walked to the hallway together. “Well, I can go, I guess. If you need me.”
“You don’t sound so sure.”
“Well, Mitchell doesn’t want me to,” I admitted softly.
“Well, then, I wouldn’t go. Those Keepers seem to know what they’re talking about. If he doesn’t want you to, he must have a reason.”
“Hmm. Ok, that makes sense.”
“So,” he leaned on the wall beside me, “you’re pretty young, ay?” he said, his Australian accent more prominent for some reason.
“Yeah.” I ducked my head and tucked my hair behind my ear to cover my blush. My age had always been a sore spot for me, since I had been married so young so I tried to joke. “But I can legally drink and rent a car.”
He laughed and nodded. “True. So, coming with? Jeff and I could always use another pair of hands.” He looked at me expectantly.
“Um.” I glanced at the couch where Mitchell still slept and then spotted my sweet tour guide, Cain, in my peripheral, coming from his room in the hall. He smiled at me and punched Miguel’s arm as he walked by. “I don’t think so. Next time, definitely.”
“Ok. Maybe, uh, we can talk more later? When I get back?”
“Sure,” I said and smiled. You couldn’t deny how nice he was.
“Alrighty, then. See you later, Lillian,” he tipped his head to me playfully.
“Miguel,” I said and did the same.
He laughed as he walked away. I turned and caught Cain’s gaze from the stairs as him and Merrick made their way out. He smiled at me again and even from that far, I could tell just how blue green his eyes were.
Merrick eventually pushed him forward and he disappeared along with the rest of them making their way out of the bunker. I kind of felt bad for not going, but for some reason, I felt like I needed this time off. Just this one time to let someone else do what needed to be done. I needed this to show Mitchell that I cared about what he thought.
I saw Sherry bouncing around in the kitchen in a mad dash to organize some breakfast before the others woke up. I smiled and saw her reaching for something on the shelf – the shelf she had no way of reaching – so I made my way to her. We had some catching up to do anyway.
 



CHAPTER FIVE – MERRICK
The Need For Speed
THESE RUNS GOT worse and worse, sitting in the van, waiting for Cain to exit the store so we could pack the vehicle quickly and head back home. I’d never felt so useless in all my life. But what else was there to do?
I flicked the radio from one station to another. It was what I did. I started going along with them a few weeks back since we had more people to go into the stores and more vehicles to take, they needed more packers.
This new development did not thrill Sherry in the least. It took much convincing that I would be safe and she even cried a little the first time I left and when I returned.
I had once made a vow to always keep her with me, at all times, and we stuck to that rule for some time. But after we started making weekly store trips to stockpile supplies, I thought it was better for her to stay at the bunker instead of coming with us. Marissa was there with her and Danny, and both used compulsion and could thwart an enemy if need be. We’d added a few precautions to the trap door and such. As much as I hated leaving her – I mean hated it – and I’d never tell her that, she was safer there. Had it not been for Lily, I wasn’t sure I could’ve convinced her to stay.
Nothing was the same since what happened that day, with the fight with the Lighters. She worries about me and she never seemed to so that before. She thought I was invincible or something. Now that she has seen the death first hand . . .she worries.
She realized that we all break the same.
I stopped the radio on a station blaring some rock tune that I’d never heard before. I just needed to stay awake at this point. I closed my eyes for a minute and wondered where Cain was as he was taking a long time. I tried to hurry him along with some encouragement in his mind.
 
For the love of all, Cain. If I
had
a grandmother, she’d be faster than you.
 
Cain taught me many things these past couple months, sarcasm being the main thing. I really only use it on him. He was like a brother to me, almost catching up to Danny, which was saying something. He saved Sherry’s life and has been there for us both more times than I could count. He still put himself in danger every day to work at the diner, but that would soon change when the need warehouses came.
Regardless, I was probably the most at ease with him than I was with any other human male other than Danny. I laughed and joked, and could say just about anything I wanted and he just rolled with it. Sherry, him and I wound up spending a lot of time together.
I startled as I heard a tap on the window and looked up at a human face I didn’t recognize. He had dark sunglasses on, though the sun wasn’t out, and he tapped the window with a club of some sort, a night stick.
Ah crap.
I rolled the window down lazily and nonchalantly in hopes of seeming uninterested.
“Yes?” I asked.
“You can’t sleep here. You need to remove your vehicle from the premises.”
“I’m waiting for someone. He’s in the store.”
“Why are you waiting out here in the cold? Why didn’t you go in as well?”
I practiced the story we made up.
“I’m sick, not feeling well. I just came along to help him load it all once he gets done. He’s a whiner, my roommate. If I don’t at least drive him, he complains to no end,” I stated and rolled my eyes for dramatic effect.
“I see.”
He paused. I wondered if he bought it. He seemed to have.
“Alright, well, this is really against the rules . . .no manned vehicles and no loitering. I guess I can let you slide this time but the next time, you have to go in with him or stay home. Got it?”
“Yes, sir. Got it.”
He began to walk away, but then turned back. “Where do you live, son?”
I found it comical that his body couldn’t be more than five years older than mine but he referred to me as son, as some kind of degrading show of authority, I was sure.
“Out off the interstate,” I answered.
“Where off the interstate.”
“Way out, off I-70. Near the Casey exit,” I told the most truth I could without telling it all.
“What are you doing in Effingham? Just shopping?”
“Yes, sir.”
“You boys go to school? College?”
“No, sir.” I rubbed my eyes with my fingers and yawned, trying to look bored and uninterested.
“What do you do then?”
“My roommate works in town. I don’t do much of anything.”
“You don’t have a job?”
“No, sir.”
“No wonder he’s on your case, boy,” he said laughing and shifted from one foot to the other.
“I guess.”
“Your friend sure is taking a long time.”
“Mmhhmm.”
“Why don’t you go in and check on him.”
What the..? What’s up with the third degree?
“If it’s ok with you, sir, I’ll just wait. Like I said, I feel like crap. He should be out anytime. I’m fine waiting here, really.”
He continued to look at me or I assumed he was. I couldn’t tell because of the dark of his glasses where his eyes were actually looking. He leaned back to glance in the van and saw all the seats had been removed. He stilled.
Crap. Crap. Crap.
He returned back to me slowly.
“Expecting a big load, son? How much stuff can two kids need?”
“We don’t need much,” I lied. “We use the van for other purposes, if you know what I mean.”
I had no idea what I was saying. I hoped he bought it. I knew human males said things like that, macho stupid things about nonchalant sex and other extracurricular activities.
“Hmmm. Well, I know what you mean. You need to be careful with things like that. A boy could get himself into trouble.”
Just as I was about to agree I saw Cain, loaded down with two huge mounded shopping carts full.
Crap.
“What’s this?” the man asked suspiciously, as I knew he would. “This your roommate? You lying to me boy? What’s going on here? What do you need all this stuff for?”
As Cain approached, looking weary, I jumped out, grabbed the man while he was distracted and placed him in a head lock, pressing my thumb into the pressure point on his neck. He passed out quickly and I placed him in the van. Cain was less than pleased.
“What the hell?” Cain asked as he began to frantically unload the carts.
“He made us, I had to do something. Let’s hurry before he wakes up. We’ll drop him off somewhere like last time.”
“Dang, Merrick, I can’t leave you alone for five minutes,” he teased.
Unfortunately, this wasn’t the first human I’d had to drop on one of our trips to town. Of course, no one knew that but Cain and me. And I’d prefer it to stay that way. Times were getting desperate and I didn’t want Sherry or anyone else to freak out when we were so close to the need warehouse deadline and needed these trips now more than ever.
“That was quite a bit longer than twenty minutes, pal. What happened?”
“I had a problem with the credit cards. Most of them are empty now or don’t have enough to cover this amount of stuff. Took me a while to find one that would go through and they were starting to wonder about me. This was a tricky trip, that’s for sure,” he said as he pushed the man’s legs further in to start loading the bigger boxes of toilet paper and rice. “Oh, and by the way, if you had a grandma, there’s still no way she could beat Margaret, ok.”
I chuckled. “I’m sure. Well, it’s almost over. Coming to town won’t be necessary at all anymore, for me anyway.”
“Yeah, I don’t know what I’m going to do when I can’t work. I’ve worked every day since I was fifteen. That’s eleven years, in case your Keeper mind can’t keep up.”
“Well, I’ve worked every day for six thousand years. All day, every day, no sleep. So stop whining.”
“So, you’re an old man, that’s what you’re saying?”
He lifted an eyebrow at me so I threw a bag of rice at him and he laughed as it hit him in the stomach, making him ‘oof’.
We got everything loaded and I started the van. A while later I pulled the van over behind an old house on our way out of town to drop off the nosy man. I laid him out comfortably in the grass, though it was yellow and scratchy and I was sure it provided him no real comfort.
We left him there, with his sunglasses still intact and on his face. As I pulled back onto the road Cain began to question me about Lillian which I was grateful for. I always hated this long ride and welcomed the distraction.
“So, I came home last night from work and Lillian was asleep on the couch. Her head was in Mitchell’s lap,” he scoffed.
“So?”
“So? He had his hands on her,” he said like he was disgusted, “in her hair and on her back. He was asleep too. They looked a little more than cozy.”
“Mitchell was Michael’s Keeper. She’s close to him, it’s not uncommon.”
“Yeah, like you and Sherry? That’s what I’m worried about. All these women are jumping on the Keeper wagon. What about the ones of us who are left, huh? What about me?”
“Well, they can’t help it. They can just see how wonderful we are. It’s just pulls them in like a fish on a rod,” I said grinning at him.
I loved to goad him. Even though he knew I was doing it, he’d take the bait every time.
“Bite me. And I saw her talking to Miguel in the hall this morning. I wanted to punch the stupid grin right off his face.”
“You really like her? You just met her yesterday.”
“I like her, I’m not saying I want to elope,” he said and gave me a look that said ‘like you’.
“Well . . .I don’t know. She hasn’t said anything to Sherry about either of them. I wouldn’t be too worried yet. Like I said, it’s not uncommon for humans to have close relationships with their Keepers. Most of them are different, special in a different way. He lost his charge and she lost her protector. It’s natural that they would team together and become friends, they had no one else.”
“I know, I’m being shallow, but I can’t help it. I feel like I’m in a fish tank and all the food is slowly being gobbled up by the other fish. Man, she was hot though, wasn’t she? When she came out of the shower . . .ah, I thought I was having a heart attack. Gorgeous.”
“She’s alright.”
“Oh, come on, I won’t tell Sherry if you say another woman is hot.”
“I think she’s pretty, yes, I might agree with gorgeous, but it’s not the same gorgeous you’re thinking of.”
“You want to explain that to me further, mister vague.”
“Well, I have Sherry, so I don’t care what other women look like because I have everything I need. When someone is completely in love with you, it just blocks everything else out. Sherry is like . . .a creature from my dreams. Like she was made for me.”
Cain stayed quiet for a minute. I assumed he was pondering over what we’d said. I bet that he was thinking about if he was being shallow with Lillian or he really liked her.
“Well, I hope I know what that feels like someday,” he said quietly looking out his window.
Cain told me about his fiancé once, the woman he was engaged to before all this happened. She had an affair, cheated on him with her boss, a lawyer from some big time national firm. She was enthralled with him because he’d been in a commercial and she talked non-stop about it while she was at home. Apparently, she’d been more enthralled than Cain had realized. He caught them in the act of not working, in her office . . .on her desk.
I wondered if that was what he was thinking about, if I said the wrong thing.
 
We were almost home and we stayed quiet the rest of the way. I thought about Lily and what she was doing right now; probably trying to talk Sherry into something like a snack of pickles and syrup. And Sherry. Sweet Sherry had such a hard time resisting. It was adorable, all of it. I couldn’t believe it was mine.
I glanced in the back and did a double take. I saw something I’d never seen on these runs before. Actually, I’d never seen one in real life before either.
“Cain, what in the worlds is that doing in here?”
He glanced back and smiled. “A surprise.”
“Lily is going to freak,” I said happily, smiling too.
“I know. I can’t wait.”
 



CHAPTER SIX – SHERRY
Little White Lies
“LILLIAN, YOU DON’T have to do that. You just go back in there and rest a little bit. It’s ok, I can do it. I don’t mind,” I insisted for the fifth time.
“I want to. I need something to keep my hands busy. Besides, I have nothing else to do, since I didn’t go on the run today.” Lillian was being stubborn and insisting on washing hers and mine and Merrick’s clothes as payment for borrowing clothes to sleep in last night.
“Ugh! Fine, but I’m helping.”
We had been going at it for almost ten minutes about it. Lily was napping soundly in her cute room. We let her color on the walls with whatever we could find. She drew ponies, rainbows and butterflies, typical little girl stuff, except for the watermelon. She loved watermelon. She asked me to help, too, so I drew a little girl with a doll.
Merrick got Cain to pick her up a new doll on one of their runs and Miley was now sitting on the shelf in the commons room. She couldn’t bear to part with it for good so we stored it for later. She loved the new doll even more and she aptly named it Joy.
Cain also picked her up some crayons and coloring books along with Calvin and Frank some more puzzles and an electronic handheld game with rechargeable batteries. Cain was our go-to guy for whatever you needed. He could get you just about anything.
So Lily’s room was littered with pictures and drawings and full of color. Especially purple, her favorite color. Calvin and Franklin started bunking together to give their parents some privacy and they took their makeshift tent from the second room and placed it in their new room together. Miguel showed them how to make it camouflage with some permanent markers.
It took forever! But they finally got it done and were so proud of themselves. Miguel and Ryan even helped them rig it to stay more securely to the walls and ceiling. They were ecstatic and we barely saw them out of their room for two whole days.
“Well, you can help if you like, but it’s only fair if I pull my weight around here. I don’t need any special treatment.”
“I’m not doing that. There’s nothing wrong with you just taking a day or two to recuperate. I know it’s rough out there with everything that’s going on.”
“No need, but thank you. You know, I missed you, Sherry.”
We walked back into the laundry room with our last armloads of clothes. Lillian grabbed Mitchell’s clothes, who was in with Max going over some Keeper stuff, from his room to wash as well. Hmmm . . .that was sweet.
“I missed you, too. I hated us having to separate before. It didn’t seem right.”
“I know. I never had any brothers, sisters or even cousins growing up. My family was really small and private. We stayed home a lot and I went to a small private school so . . . It was neat to me, for us to all be piled in that basement together, like now I guess. I know y’all probably hate it, but it’s nice to have so many people to talk to.”
“I like it. I mean, the circumstances suck, but I didn’t have a big family either. I have one now.” I smiled thinking about it. “This is a really great group. You couldn’t ask for better people. I think you’re going to like it here,” I said as we began to place the clothes in the suds in the big utility sink.
So, total, we had Lillian’s, mine, Merrick’s, Lily’s, Mitchell’s and Cain’s clothes to wash. Cain worked so much and went on every run and trip there was to do, so I always did his laundry for him. It only seemed fair. When the heck would he have the time to anyway?
“I think so, too. Everyone’s been really helpful and considerate.”
“I saw you talking to Cain yesterday,” I threw out very casually, hoping she wouldn’t catch any undertones.
“Yeah, he showed me around. He’s really nice.”
“Yeah, he is.”
“You two seem close. He said you both had been through some stuff together.”
“He saved my life.”
“Really?” she said, her hands stopping. “What happened?”
“Long story. Short version, Cain and I we were tricked by Lighters into going outside to help someone, got trapped in a cave out behind the store, almost froze to death and we faced a battalion of Lighters, Markers and the Taker himself after he kidnapped Lily and Calvin.”
“Uh . . .whoa.”
“Yeah. Anyway, Cain carried me when I broke my leg.” I motioned to my walking cast. “He also found the cave we stayed in. Then later on that day, he rescued us after our van went in the river.”
She blew out a long loud breath. “Mitchell said you guys had had some excitement but I had no idea. That sounds terrible. It doesn’t look like you had much more luck than us after all.”
“We have, but well, unfortunately, all that happened within a one day time span. So . . .Mitchell. How’s he? You two seem to be kind of close.”
She rubbed the shirt up and down the grate but stared up at the vents with the clothes blowing in the wind as they dried. Her mind was off somewhere else but she still answered my question. I wondered if where she was in her head was good or bad.
“He’s great. He has been a Godsend since Michael died. He was upset, like me when it happened, Michael being a Special, his Special and all. He has kind of taken back up the Keeper thing with me. He watches out for me. It’s nice.”
“I see, and now you’re doing his clothes for him.”
Her eyes snapped back to attention, then focused on me. “Well, yeah. He’s busy and I’m just sitting here so . . . It doesn’t mean anything, Sherry, honestly, he’s my friend and I just like doing things for him.”
“Are you sure?”
“Positive. Besides, aren’t you doing Cain’s laundry? I promise you, we are just friends.”
Mitchell took that opportunity, unbeknownst to him that he was being talked about, to walk in. “Hey, Lil. What are you ladies – Ahh. You didn’t have to do that. Thank you, though,” he said as his spied his shirt in her hands.
“It’s fine, I was already doing mine anyway. I know you’re busy with Keeper stuff.”
“Not really. There really isn’t any Keeper stuff anymore. Max was just showing me how they schedule their runs and things like that. Maybe I can help them next time.”
“Or me.”
“I already thought you were going today. What happened?”
“Well . . . I just didn’t feel like going.”
Lies and Mitchell could tell as well.
“Lil,” he chastised softly.
Mitchell began again and I suddenly realized I might as well have not even been in the room. They were about a foot apart and he was looking down at her and I saw it as all too familiar. I stood still and quiet and let them finish while Mitchell continued. “You didn’t go because of me, right? Because of what I said?”
“Well . . .”
“Lil.” He leaned a little closer and placed his palms on her upper arms. “I wasn’t trying to make decisions for you. I just knew I’d worry about you while you were gone. I’m sorry if you thought I’d be upset with you.”
“It’s not that, I just didn’t . . . If you didn’t want me to go, I knew there was a good reason so . . .I trust you. That’s all.”
Awkward. I wished I could slip out of the room, but I knew I’d break the spell. His eyes were fiercely and affectionately locked on hers and his thumbs moved back and forth over her bare shoulders. She looked endearingly oblivious to what was really going on with Mitchell. Did she know how he really felt? How could she not see it?
I tried to tiptoe out, but Lillian was brought back down to earth by my movement.
“Oh, Sherry. I’m sorry. Uh . . .Mitchell, remember, this is Sherry. Sherry, Mitchell.”
“I remember,” Mitchell said, reluctantly releasing Lillian’s arm and extending a warm hand to me. “I can’t tell you how great it is to see you again. All of you. You all have quite the set up here.”
This was the first time I’d gotten a really good look at Mitchell. His body was about thirty eight or thirty nine I guessed. Quite a bit older than Lillian, who if I remembered correctly, was only twenty two or three. He had brown hair, was taller than Lillian, who was taller than me. He was pretty slim but nice looking with brown eyes. He looked very easy going with his beard stubble and somewhat shaggy hair.
“Yeah, we do. Unfortunately, the people who let us stay here with them are no longer here, except Max. They both died, recently.”
“I heard about that. I’m sorry.” It sounded like he really meant it. “Well, I wasn’t trying to interfere with your work or butt in. I just wanted to check on Lil,” he looked back at her and his eyes stayed there, “and uh, you know, see how things were going. You don’t have to do my laundry, but thank you. I appreciate it.”
“Mitch, after all you’ve done for me, it’s the least I can do for you,” Lillian said softly.
“Well, thank you.” He cleared his throat. “Nice to see you again, Sherry. The guys are about to be back, Max said, so I’m gonna help them get all the vehicles unloaded, but uh, maybe we can talk some later, Lil, after dinner maybe?”
“Yeah, sure,” she said and picked up another batch of clothes to start scrubbing, it was a shirt I’d never seen and could only assume it was also Mitchell’s.
“Ok, great, see ya later.”
He left, but peeked at her once more at the door way before heading into the hall. Wow. That Keeper had it bad.
“Lil? Mitch?” I asked her with a coy smile.
“Yeah. It’s what we call – What?” she said incredulously, seeing my expression.
“Uhuh. Well, Lil, I think it can safely be said that that Keeper is definitely more than your friend. Or at least he wants to be.”
“Really, you think so? You see, this whole time I just thought he was being nice because of Michael, but when we got here and I saw you and Jeff and Marissa. Well, now I’m starting to wonder if maybe . . .there was something more there. He is a little touchy feely. I don’t know what I’m thinking . . .” She threw the clothes down in the water, splashing suds everywhere which just seemed to exasperate her more. “Sorry,” she muttered.
“It’s ok. This isn’t about Michael is it?”
“Shouldn’t it be?” she said, her voice shrill.
“Why do you say that?”
“Well, he was my husband. He’s only been dead not even a year yet and I’m . . .I’m entertaining the idea of someone else having feelings for me? It’s not right. It’s not right, Sherry.”
“Lillian, there’s no time table that tells us when our grieving can end. That’s up to you. It doesn’t mean you didn’t love him if you move on.”
“It does though, doesn’t it? Especially if I move on with his Keeper. It just feels . . .”
“Wrong?”
“No, it feels right. That’s why it scares me. Not with Mitchell, per say, but . . .moving on feels right. It has to mean something was wrong with Michael and me, and I just didn’t notice it or . . .I don’t know.” She ran her hands through her hair. “I’m so confused. Mitchell has never made a pass at me, never tried anything so, maybe I’m misunderstanding the whole thing.”
“Michael would want you to be happy so, no, I don’t think that’s what it means and uh, no. I witnessed Mitchell in all his googly eyed glory just now. That Keeper feels something for you.”
“You think so? Really?”
“Really.”
Her lips twitched as she tried not to smile, but I saw and we both burst out laughing. We finished our laundry and talked about something entirely different. Anything we could think of that didn’t involve googly eyed Keepers.
 
Max was right, all the store trip pairs started to get back within a half an hour. I always hated this part. Waiting to see when Merrick would come in, if at all. I didn’t like thinking like that, but I worried so much about him. Merrick and Cain always went out together, which was the one thing that made me happy. The same teams always worked together, so that they knew how the other worked and handled things.
Cain and Merrick made a good team. They got along great at home, better than great actually. Other than me, Merrick was closer to Cain than anyone else, even Danny lately. They hung out and goofed off all the time.
Team after team came home. I unloaded the stuff in the kitchen as they brought it in, but most of it went into the hall for future use. I tried hard not to think the worst when Merrick and Cain continued to not be the ones coming through the door. Finally, they were the only ones left out who hadn’t returned yet.
It was time to start dinner already. I got Lily up from her nap and Pap and Maggie, along with Lillian, entertained her while I started to cook with Marissa and Kay to help me. My nerves were making my stomach knot. They’d been last home before but not long after everyone else. The last team came home twenty two minutes ago. Twenty two minutes. Was I being nuts? Was I worrying needlessly?
I boiled the water for the pasta and brewed the tea.
Thirty five minutes past.
I set out the silverware and folded paper towels. Marissa said they’d be here soon, for me to stop pacing, they’d be fine.
Forty seven minutes past.
I mixed the cheese in with the pasta, got out plates and helped Marissa put ice in glasses.
One hour and thirteen minutes past.
We called everyone to start the line to fill their plates and I settled Lily in with a bowl.
Jeff hugged me sideways around my shoulders at the sink and told me not to worry, that they probably got hung up or a flat tire. Nothing they couldn’t handle.
One hour and twenty eight minutes past.
Then, blessedly, I heard the familiar squeak of the trap door being lifted and raced to the stairs from the kitchen. As soon as I turned the corner I saw Merrick looking around. When he saw me, he grinned and opened his arms to me. I jumped up into them without hesitation and exhaled all my worries and stress.
Those stupid all day store run trips just killed me. I couldn’t handle the stress of it and in fact, I would be glad to be rid of them.
He kissed me forcefully and I was glad to see I wasn’t the only one that was still glad to see the other. He held me up to him and I heard the others behind me. I even heard some ‘ahh’s and ‘finally’s. I was horrible at hiding my worry; everyone knew I was freaking out. Then I heard something a little bit more annoying.
“Ahem.”
We both parted, reluctantly, but he still held me up and we looked over to see Jeff.
“Thank goodness you’re back. I thought I was going to have to tie Sherry to a chair to keep her from ruining the floor with her pacing,” Jeff said smiling.
“My Sherry? Worried?” Merrick looked at me playfully and put my feet back to the floor. “Impossible.” He kissed my nose. “Now, Jeff, if you’ll excuse us, I have some business with my wife,” he said, never taking his eyes from mine.
Then he grabbed my hand and began to tow me to our room amid all the people smiling and trying not to giggle at us.
“Business, huh?” Jeff said laughing. “Is that what they’re calling it now?” he called after us but we didn’t stop.
As soon as we entered our little room, his lips were on me. I was still upset and curious as to what made him and Cain so late but it would have to wait. And I wasn’t complaining.
His eager hands were in my hair where I loved them. His hot breath hitched and skipped across my neck as he kissed warm flutters on my jaw and collarbone. That was one thing that hadn’t changed. His body temperature was still incredibly hot. One more reason we were so perfectly matched, because I was constantly cold. But not right then as I felt the heat rise in the room.
Clothes flew away with incredible ease, lips and hands claiming skin. He urged me gently to be quiet as he sometimes had to do.
 
Afterwards, he silently continued to kiss and caress me as we lay on our sides, facing each other. Maybe he understood how scared I’d been and wanted to completely reassure and comfort me before we talked about it.
“I’m sorry we were so late,” he finally said. “Cain ran into credit card trouble, but he handled it. It just took a little bit longer than normal. I’m sorry. I hate it when you worry.”
“It’s ok. I know sometimes things happen, but I just can’t stand not knowing what’s happening with you out there. My mind runs wild with-”
“I know.” He kissed the tip of my nose. “I’m sorry.” He kissed my cheek. “I’ll make sure that little jerk gets his act together for next time.” My jaw. “Please forgive me.” My forehead. “I missed you like crazy.” Then he kissed that little spot behind my ear, making me groan and giggle and bite my lip.
“It’s ok, Merrick. You’re forgiven.” I laughed as he continued to kiss all sorts of places in his plea for forgiveness. “You’re forgiven! I missed you, too, I always do. I’ll be so glad when this is over. I’d rather you be a farmer than a shopper.”
“Me, too, but we need this right now. A couple more runs, that’s all we need to help get things started good for us, that’s all we can do really anyway. Then I’m home free and you won’t be able to get rid of me.”
“Good. I can’t wait.”
“Mmmm, I really missed you. Cain’s not half as cute as you are,” he said, skimming his fingers down my arm.
I laughed which I did an awful lot lately, especially with Merrick. He was a pro at knowing exactly what to say to me in whatever situation. Whether I was happy or sad or mad or worried, he still knew me completely.
“I hope not! So other than that, how’d it go?”
“Fine,” he said quickly.
It was a one word lie. I froze.
Merrick just told me a flat out lie.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN – SHERRY
A Little Slice Of Heaven
OH, NO. I swallowed hard. Merrick hadn’t just flat out lied to me since we’d been at the warehouse basement and it had all been silly relationship stuff, never anything important. Should I call him on it? He knew that I knew.
“Fine?” I asked again softly.
“Yeah, fine,” he said moving his hand to play with my fingers on my belly, but not looking at my face.
My heart flipped in disappointment. He wouldn’t lie unless it was something important, something he really didn’t want me to know, for my own good. I bit my lip while I contemplated how to handle it but then he groaned and put his face down on my belly.
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I can’t do it. I can’t lie to you,” he said muffled into my skin. He raised his head and looked me in the eye. They were full of regret and something else. Fear. He thought I would be furious with him. “I’m so sorry, baby. I thought I could just say it was fine and you wouldn’t question it, but I knew you could tell. I was trying to protect you . . .but I shouldn’t have to lie to do it. I’m sorry.”
“What happened that you thought you had to lie about it?” I asked softly.
“Can you just trust me to handle it? It wasn’t anything too terrible. I just don’t want to worry you over it, ok? It’s over.”
“Now I am worried,”I said and sat up.
He groaned again.
“Don’t be, baby, you know me.” He sat up too and framed my face with his hands. “I’m not gonna do anything stupid or reckless.”
I continued to look at him, worry etched all my face. He spilled.
“Ok, ok.” He let his hands fall to mine and he laced and unlaced our fingers. “There was a man, he questioned me. End result, I had to put him to sleep and we dropped him off somewhere to wake up later,” he rushed through the words so fast I barely heard him.
“Who was he?” I asked.
“One of the new human enforcers.”
I gasped.
The enforcers were a human task force, not unlike police officers, whose main job and goal was Keeper and resistance hunting out and the new Taker laws enforcement. The new laws were put into place to keep people like us from cheating their system. There was to be no one in the stores without being checked behind the ear, no loitering in any parking lots, no home or small business deliveries of any kind, no television programming allowed, but the local news, etc.
“Merrick!” I pulled back in shock. “That’s not a little thing. The enforcers answer directly to the Lighters and city officials. You could have been taken right then!”
“This is why I didn’t want to tell you. We handled it. We’d done it once before-”
“You what?” I covered my mouth with my hand in shock, then put it back down to my lap. “Once before? Merrick!”
I was so upset. All I could see were visions of Merrick being brought before the Lighters and being dismembered or worse, tortured slowly for information about the rest of us. Them poking and prodding through his brain for thoughts of us and our whereabouts.
“Honey, listen.” He moved closer and framed my shaking face with his hands once more. “There is nothing to worry about. Cain and I can handle ourselves against one human man. I won’t ever do anything that will make it so I can’t come home to see your pretty face again.” He kissed me when I snorted, then became serious again. “I will always come back to you. Do you hear me? Always together, remember?”
“Merrick, I don’t know what I’d do if something were to happen to you,” I creaked.
“You’ll never have to find out.”
“You can’t be certain-”
“I am. Trust me, I’ll always come back to you,” he said firmly, then plastered another smile that I could feel against my cheek that still after all this time made my heart flutter. “Now, that you’ve drained me of all my energy . . .” He pulled me back to the circle of his arms and kissed me deep and long, probably trying to distract me. What did it say about me that it worked? “Can you please feed me now? I’m starving and I thought I smelled your scrumptious macaroni and cheese earlier.”
“Flattery will get you everywhere,” I said wryly and couldn’t help but laugh.
He helped me dress in the dark and once everything was back in place and he stole a few more kisses, we went out for our walk of shame.
That wasn’t really an appropriate title since we were married, but it seemed like this was a common occurrence for us. Every week he came home from the store run, every week we made a spectacle of ourselves with kisses and hugs at the stairs and every week he shamelessly dragged me to our room, unable to wait another second. Ok, he didn’t have to drag me, I practically ran down the hall with him, but you know. We were newlyweds for goodness sake!
Then we come out some time later and he could care less what everyone thought as we walked hand in hand like nothing happened, but I couldn’t be that way. I saw their silly looks and grin. I knew it was all in good fun but still . . . Oh, well. I should be happy that Merrick was so confidant and secure about us and it wasn’t like I’d have it another way.
 
As soon as we reached the commons room Lily jumped from Marissa’s lap and sprinted to Merrick. He nabbed her up and she squeezed his neck.
“Lily bug.”
“Mewwick! I missed you. I had to take a nap all by myself today.”
“Really? That’s terrible,” he said mockingly as he toted her into the kitchen, with me on his heels.
He started to make himself a plate, while carrying Lily, but I told him I’d get it. He sat down at the table with Lily on his lap with Cain there already, a plate of his own in front of him.
“So, what else did you do today?” he asked her.
“Shawwy let me help make bwownies today.”
“Brownies? Wow. Well, where are they?”
“Well, Uncle Danny and Uncle Wyan ate dem all.”
Cain tried to stifle a laugh but choked on his tea instead. Merrick chuckled but didn’t seem too surprised.
“Did you at least get one first?”
“Yep. I got two.”
“Oh, good then.”
“Come on, sweetie,” I said, setting Merrick’s plate down in front of him and reaching for Lily’s hand, “let Merrick eat, ok.”
“Why can’t I call Mewwick Daddy?”
The stunned silence that followed could have lasted for hours for all I knew. That was the absolute last thing I expected to pop out of her innocent mouth. Cain and Merrick were just as stunned and stilled, except they both looked at me like I had the answer.
Merrick looked on the verge of extreme happiness and throwing up at the same time.
“Do you want to call Merrick Daddy?” I asked softly, sitting in the seat beside them.
“Frankwin has a daddy. He said Daddy is someone who takes cawe of you. I wike Mewwick. He’s not mean wike that other Daddy.”
Merrick locked eyes with me over her golden halo of hair. I could see how much he wanted it, to hear those words for himself. I nodded to him in encouragement. If anyone was going to tell her she could call him that, it would be him.
“You can call me anything you want to, sweetheart,” he said softly.
“Ok!” she yelled happily, kissed his cheek, jumped down from his lap and ran off to play elsewhere.
We all sat there in silence for a minute then Cain resumed eating. I turned full on to face Merrick.
“Well, that was interesting.”
“Yeah,” he croaked and cleared his throat. That was all he said before taking his first bite. “This is really good, babe.” He kissed my cheek but didn’t look up at me.
“Thanks.”
“It is good,” Cain stated.
“Thanks,” I repeated. “So . . .you were going to hide the fact that you two ran into an enforcer . . .twice?” I asked Cain but kept my tone playful though the situation was anything but funny to me.
“Ah, come on! You told her?” Cain asked Merrick, looking disappointed.
“Of course I did,” Merrick said firmly. “She’s my wife. Sherry can handle it.”
“It’s not just Sherry handling it I’m thinking about,” Cain whispered.
“I won’t tell anyone else so they won’t freak out, but you shouldn’t want to keep it from me,” I said with a slight bit of hurt in my voice.
“You freak out more than anyone,” Cain said looking right at me.
“I worry more than anyone. It’s different.”
“Not to a guy. It sucks when women freak out and worry, especially when there’s nothing we can do to change it. Sometimes things have to be done that aren’t fun or even safe. But it’s gotta be done to keep this group here alive and there’s no point in you sitting here pulling your hair out the whole time, sick with worry, when there’s no other solution.”
I felt wide eyed and remorseful. That’s what my worrying did? Made them feel that way?
“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be-” I started but Merrick interrupted me.
“Don’t you apologize,” he said softly and looked from me to Cain. “Enough ok, it’s fine. Only a couple more weeks and we’ll be through with all of it, for good.”
“Yeah, ok. I didn’t mean anything by it, Sherry, you know that right?”
“I know,” I answered.
A long pause. “Ok. Well-” Cain said and started to get up.
“How’s work?” I asked to keep Cain from leaving. I didn’t want him to leave just because it was awkward.
“It’s ok. It’s kind of boring lately, what with less people coming in. There’s only two weeks until the warehouses go up and people are already acting like they can’t buy anything from anywhere else.”
“Really. Well what-”
“Crap! Sorry, I totally forgot something!” Cain yelled making me jump. “I heard people talking about the new Taker yesterday in the shop.”
“What?” That got Merrick’s attention.
“Yeah. Supposedly now there’s a new one, named Mal . . . Mali something.”
“Malachi,” Merrick answered, letting his fork drop to his plate with a loud clank.
“Yeah, that’s it. How did you know that?” Cain asked but instead of answering Merrick sat with a concentrative look.
“Yeah?” Jeff said as he in came quickly and I realized Merrick had called him in his mind.
“Malachi’s the new Taker,” Merrick told him giving him a look.
“What? No. Maybe the name’s a coincidence.”
“With our luck? Doubtful. It’s him Jeff, I know it.” Before I could ask what was going on Merrick filled us in. “Takers are usually new. Human souls or maybe their spirit hanging around the body after they die, who absorb the Lighter instead of the Lighter absorbing him, but there is always a part of the Takers before him, inside. He knows exactly how to do everything any Taker has done before him, he knows all about it. But Malachi has already been the Taker. Instead of some twisted form of reincarnation it’s . . .re-reincarnation.”
“Hmm. Well, they’re having a big party/dance/rally thing Friday night for him to introduce him to the world and they are giving a speech and all. I was thinking I could go, see what’s up. Maybe Sherry could go with me . . .as my date,” Cain said and turned to me with lifted eyebrows and a smile.
“I agree. That sounds like a good idea,” Merrick said stunning me, but then he continued, “but I don’t want Sherry in town.”
Even though I knew what his answer would be, I still slumped a little in disappointment. The prospect of having something else to do other than domestic chores was thrilling for about three seconds, then reality hit.
“Oh, yeah, the Taker, I forgot. Well, he won’t be there himself. I don’t think anyways.”
Every since the Taker tried to get me to go with him and be his, uh, mate or whatever, Merrick had forbid me to leave the bunker under any circumstances.
“It doesn’t matter. I don’t want Sherry in town, especially not without me,” Merrick said with finality.
“Well I still think you should go. You’re immune to the Lighter speak and they can’t sense you’re a Special,” Jeff said. “If you want to, that is. I don’t want to put you in danger but you’ll know a lot of these people right?”
“Yep, mostly. Ok, well, maybe Lillian could come with me. Or Marissa. No not Marissa, they can tell she’s a Muse. Dang it. Well, I’m not going clubbing by myself.”
Jeff said he needed to think and left. Merrick grabbed my hand under the table.
 
You understand why you can’t go, don’t you? Please don’t pout. I can only take so much of your disappointment in me in one day.
 
“I’m not. I understand why.” I smiled sweetly at him and answered him aloud because there was no other way to.
“Good,” he said and smiled back and returned to finish his pasta.
The previous Taker tried to make me run away with him. He said he had plans to destroy mankind and needed one altruistic human to remain to order to keep the balance and not destroy everything they had worked hard to accomplish – in other words, taking over the world. I thought the whole idea was ridiculous, but he based his whole existence on it so I guessed he must have really believed it.
That Taker was killed by Calvin and his fire fingers. We knew a new Taker would be along eventually but this was pretty quick.
Cain looked at us for a moment, realizing Merrick had been speaking only to me and then shrugged, sensing the conversation over. He took his plate to the sink and refilled his tea glass. Leaning on the counter with his hip he turned back to us.
“I’m really gonna miss sweet tea,” he said and sipped it smiling sadly.
It wasn’t just the tea. The tea represented everything that we were about to lose. All the simple things we’d been taking for granted. Once we ran out of normal things like tea, there wouldn’t be much of it anymore after that. We would use most of the small rations they gave us at the need warehouses in a day with a bunch like this.
We already haven’t had a lot of fruits and vegetables in over a year. The weather was making it impossible for most things to grow and everything was scarce at the grocery store.
“Me, too,” I agreed, “and eggs. Eggs I’ll miss the most.”
“Oh! That reminds me,” Cain said and smiled hugely.
He walked over to the fridge and reached inside. I looked at Merrick and he was grinning too. Cain then produced a big green ball from the bottom drawer and plopped it gently on the counter.
I heard my breath catch.
It was a watermelon!
A real watermelon!
Lily’s absolute favorite thing to eat we learned and she even drew pictures of them. I personally hadn’t had watermelon in years.
“Lily!” I yelled loudly knowing exactly why Cain had gotten it.
Lily skipped in nonchalantly, as did Marissa with her, hand in hand. When she saw Cain next to the counter she stopped dead in her tracks. You’d think it was the most precious of diamonds and gold but no, our Lily has simple taste.
She screamed, she squealed, she ran and jumped to Cain. This brought another round of onlookers to see what the fuss was about. Everyone was in awe. As I said, it had been a long time since we’d had real fruit.
Cain and Lily nuzzled and smooched as she thanked him before he passed her to me and took a long serrated knife from the drawer and began to make small slices. The first one went to Lily and she devoured it. I refused a piece as badly as I wanted one. There was too many people and too little watermelon to go around.
Cain gave me a knowing smile.
“You are the sweetest, Cain,” I whispered and kissed him on the cheek before taking Lily away to finish her slice.
He looked slightly taken aback, but smiled, maybe even pinked in the cheeks a little which amused me, and continued to slice and hand out to eager hands waiting their turn for a piece of momentary heaven disguised at sticky red sweet watermelon.
 



CHAPTER EIGHT – CAIN
Keeping Up Appearances
I TRIED TO hold myself together, perfectly still, though I could have taken her right then and kissed those lips that taunted me right off that pretty face.
Oh, man, that was so close. So close. Her lips touched me, not even an inch from my mouth. They were so freaking soft and – whew, boy. I had to stop this.
I heard someone speaking, interrupting my internal tirade.
Lillian.
“How on earth did you get a watermelon?” she asked softly and genuinely impressed.
Everyone else that wanted one had gotten their pieces and left the kitchen, it was just her and me now. And one small slice of watermelon.
“Well, it was tricky. First, I had to fight an old lady for it, seeing as how things like this don’t last long anymore. Then, I had to put down a down payment just to get the thing out the door.”
She laughed. Really laughed. It was awesome to see her still smiling when she looked back up at me. She again tucked her hair behind her ear and I determined that it was probably a self-conscious notion of hers.
“Well, however you got it, I’m glad. I haven’t seen so many smiles in a very long time.”
“Well, there’s one piece left. It’s all yours.”
“No,” she shook her head and waved her hand, “you’re the one who fought old ladies for it. You deserve it.”
“I’ll split it with you,” I said as I turned to slice the rind once more down the middle.
“Deal.”
“Technically, I should lose points, not gain them, for fighting old ladies by the way,” I joked.
“True,” she said smiling and reached for two plates, when she turned back she had the cutest amused look on her face. “Did you really fight an old lady?”
“Nah.” I almost seemed ashamed to admit it. “In fact, we would have had two watermelons had the old lady not shown up.”
“That’s more like it,” she said looking pleased and cut up the slices with a fork and dealt the pieces between the two plates. Her eyes drifted to the rod in my lip and she bit hers before looking away.
She put salt on her watermelon which I thought was disgusting but after a little coaxing, she got me to try a bite and I was pleasantly surprised at the delicious mixture of salty and sweet.
“Wow, I thought I couldn’t be surprised anymore,” I observed as I cleaned up all the sticky counter mess.
“I’m still surprised every day.”
“Really? Well-”
“Lil?” Mitchell interrupted, though I didn’t think he meant to. “Oh. Sorry. Didn’t mean to interrupt.”
Yep. Like I thought.
“No, you’re fine. We were just discussing . . .watermelon philosophy,” Lillian said looking at me and smiling.
“Oookay,” Mitchell said and I could tell he had no idea what we were talking about but loved to see her laugh. Mitchell was one of the guys I saw looking at Lillian like she was a Goddess when she came out of the shower the other day. And he called her Lil? What’s up with that? “Well, like I said, I didn’t mean to interrupt. I just wanted to talk to you about something when you get a chance.”
“Ok. I can talk now,” she said and then looked back to me. “Thank you. That was really sweet,” she laughed, “you and the watermelon.”
“No problem.”
Then she followed Mitchell out, tucking her hair behind her ear.
Crap.
~ ~ ~
So, after I cleaned up the kitchen like the man I am, I went back into the commons room and remembered that I forgot to talk to Lillian about Friday night. But it would be rude to go butt in when Mitchell just came and got her from me, right?
Besides, as much as I might like Lillian, I didn’t know her. I knew there would be no way that Merrick would have let Sherry go but I’d much rather her go instead, just because I think she knew how to handle herself if something were to happen. Not for my own reasons of the thought of dancing the night away with Sherry.
No, definitely not that.
I may get my chance anyway. Upon entering the commons room I see they had cranked up the record player. Katie and Paul, always Katie and Paul instigated these dance offs, were all over each other, bending and spinning. Little Sky was in her bounce seat, jumping up and down, beating some poor stuffed worm senseless.
A discreet Keeper meeting was going on in the corner and I decide to join, since I was sure I knew what it was about.
“Hey, ho, I didn’t mean to spoil everyone’s fun,” I said to the group. “I would never have said anything about the new Taker if I knew it was gonna make everyone so sullen.”
“We’ve got to talk about it, Cain, and we all agree with you about going to the meeting if you’re up for it,” Jeff answered.
“Oh, I’m up for it. I just got to get myself a hot date.”
“Yes, we definitely don’t want you to go alone.”
“Agreed. Excuse me. You can get back to your Keeper lingo now,” I said and walked over to where Sherry and Merrick were sitting.
I was in the mood for a little self-inflicted torture.
“May I have this dance, milady?” I asked in my best English accent and extended my hand to Sherry on the floor.
She laughed and took my hand, letting me pull her up.
“How can I refuse an offer like that?”
“You can’t, it’s best just not to fight it.” I turned to Merrick. “You mind?”
“Of course not. Just make sure you bring her back,” he said and winked at us.
“Sure thing.”
I held her hand as I pulled her further away where there was room. Her fingers were short, cool and soft. Then I placed her arms around my neck, her hands really because she was so short, and rested mine on her upper waist, very gentlemanly.
“I’m not very good at this. Merrick taught me everything I know,” she said looking bashful, watching our feet like she was waiting for disaster.
“Really? Where’d he learn it? Keeper academy?” I said low in her ear and she laughed.
“No, Mrs. Trudy. She taught quite a few of our men how to move. She was a little obsessed with making sure the couples here knew how to dance for some reason.”
“Aha. Well, you seem to be doing a fine job to me, very graceful.”
“Thanks, but you don’t have to make up anything for me. I know the truth, Cainy boy.”
My heart flipped. She had to know what she was doing to me. She had to. It had to be so viciously all over my face. I tried to cover with some fancy moves because if she looked in my eyes, she’d see, I knew it. I twirled her under my arm and then took her left hand in mine this time instead of letting her return it to my shoulder. It was so small and dainty with cold fingers. Always cold.
“I wouldn’t dare, Miss lie detector. So, you’re gonna let me go Friday night all by my lonesome, huh?”
“Cain, you know I can’t go. Even if the Taker hadn’t caused all that . . .drama, Merrick still wouldn’t let me go and you know it. As much as I’d love to.”
“We could sneak off, runaway together. Or only run to the party, whichever you prefer.”
“Oh, yeah?” She snorted and giggled. “Why don’t you try some of that charm on someone who can fight it, huh? You keep this up and I’ll crumble for sure and break Merrick’s poor heart,” she said in a hilarious flurry of mixed together facial expressions and accents.
If only that were true.
Wait…No, I didn’t want that. Did I?
“Ah, well, there’s not a lot of girls to resist anymore, I’m afraid. Especially if the Keepers keep turning on their charm.”
“Aha. So you know about Lillian and Mitchell then? I was going to talk to you about that today.”
“So it’s true? Jeez,” I groaned.
“Not officially, but if he had his way . . .”
“Yeah, I can see that. So, she’s taken then. Just come with me. Come on! We’ll talk Merrick into it. We’ll get Danny to compel him.”
“Cain!” She laughed out loud and the Keepers in the huddle looked our way curiously. “Tempting as that is, you know why I can’t. The new Taker would know me in a second. He would know I wasn’t a supporter. Even if that wasn’t the case I doubt I could fake dancing all night. This is seriously bad,” she said laughing, looking at our feet again.
“You’re doing fine.” I leaned in to whisper in her ear, “And Merrick is just being a stick in the mud.”
“He just worries about me.”
“He’s not the only one. I worry about you dying of sheer boredom stuck in this bunker all day.”
“Yeah right!” she laughed and playfully pushed my chest. “You’re real worried about me! Wanting to bring me right to the Lighter’s table.”
“I do worry, but I also know you can handle yourself. I really do wish you could go. I trust you. We make a good team.”
The way I said it must have revealed something because the look she gave me was strange. Her laughing eyes softened and she studied my face.
“We do. I wish I could go too. Be careful, ok. Please?”
“I always am.”
“No, I mean it. Don’t be your usual cocky self. Please, be careful and make sure you come home. Promise?”
I let my mind run for just a few seconds, that she was telling me to come home because she loved me and wanted me.
“I will, I promise.” Then I lifted her hand to kiss it, feeling like it would be a perfect opportunity to, and saw something that brought me screeching back to reality.
Her bright, shiny, little silver ring on her I’m taken finger. The ring indicating not only that she belonged to someone else, but my best friend. Not only that, but they were crazy in love with each other and according to the story had risked a lot to get married. Merrick had wanted her to have it all exactly like she had dreamed, risking his own life to put that ring on her finger the proper way, in the church and official.
My chest hurt with an ache of shame as I realized how far I’d let this fantasy go on.
I released her hand without kissing it as the song ended. She could see a change come over me and crinkled her forehead like she does in worry.
“Are you ok?”
Sweet Sherry. She would never expect anything but chivalry from me. She had no idea the devious, sinister things I’d thought and fantasized about.
“I’m fine, just tired.”
And as I walked away, I knew she could tell that I was lying.
But I didn’t stop.
 



CHAPTER NINE – LILLIAN
The Long Kiss Goodnight
MITCHELL TOOK ME to the laundry room, turning over some crates for us to sit on. I could hear the music coming from the commons rooms as we navigated the hallway.
He pulled two soda cans from the shelf and handed one to me as we took our seats.
“Wow, Mitch. You always think of everything,” I said, laughing as mine spewed a little on the concrete floor.
“I try. I found these stashed on the back of the shelf. They’re not cold but . . .”
“It’s perfect.” I took a sip. “Mmmm, hot, flat cola. It’s almost as good as watermelon.” I elbowed him playfully. “Thank you.”
“Doubtful, but you’re welcome. Um, so I heard that Cain is going to a rally Friday night for the new Taker at some club in town.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. They, the Keepers, are going to ask you to go with him. You’re the only not Special female that hasn’t been compromised so . . .but that doesn’t mean that you have to. I want you to know you don’t have to do this.”
“Well. I don’t know. I might have to. Mitchell, they’ve helped us so much. If they need me-”
“That doesn’t mean you have to do this. You’ll be mixed in with Lighters and rallyers. I know you’re immune to the Lighter speak but that doesn’t make it any less dangerous.”
“Well, maybe I should wait for them to ask me first. Maybe they were just talking.”
He took a long drink of his soda then put the can down on the floor beside him. I put mine down, too. He turned to look full on me.
“I don’t think so. I didn’t bring you here just so they could try to send you out or you could send yourself out on every mission out of guilt or responsibility,” he said low, but harshly.
“But that’s not why I would be doing it. We can’t just think about ourselves here.”
“I’m not! I’m thinking about you!” he all but yelled.
“Mitch, what has come over you?” I stared at him. He never yelled or raised his voice to anyone but Polly in defense of me.
He took my hands, not like usual. This time he laced our fingers and he stared at them for a moment, and then looked up to me.
“What’s come over me is you. I care about you and I don’t want to see you hurt.”
“I care about you, too. That’s why I’d do it. We need all the information we can get to help us. All of us.”
“You care about me?” he asked, but refused to look up to my eyes, just watched our hands with odd fascination.
“Of course I do.”
What did he want me to say? Was he wanting me to confess my feelings? I didn’t want to hurt him. I liked him, but did I like him the same way? I couldn’t lose him, too. I needed my best friend.
“Do you? Really?” He met my gaze and held it. His thumbs caressed the insides of my wrists sending embarrassing shivers through me. “I’m not sure it’s the same kind of care as I feel for you.”
“What kind of care do you feel? I know you’re protective. Michael would appreciate it, as I do, but like I said, I don’t want you to feel obligated.”
“And like I said, I’m here because I want to be. I care for you very much, and not just as a Keeper.”
“You’ve been very good to me,” I said and it came out way softer than I intended, so I looked away.
“And I’ll keep being good to you. I want to always be here for you, keeping you safe, as close as you’ll let me be.” He turned me back to face him with a finger under my chin. “I know you miss Michael and I would never try to replace him . . .and . . .” he cleared his throat, “I know I’m not human, but I’m here. Whenever you need me, whatever you need, I’m here, Lil.”
The close proximity was affecting my breathing. I let the words sink in and tried to find hidden meanings. Or maybe they weren’t hidden. Maybe he was trying to tell me exactly what he was saying.
I couldn’t process a response. I was so beyond confused. I did miss Michael, but as I told Sherry, I couldn’t help but feel something for Mitchell. What exactly that was, I didn’t know yet. Or was it just hero worship because he was so protective of me? What should I do?
My body seemed to respond without my permission, making up my mind for me. I leaned forward, which wasn’t far to go because we were already so close. I placed my hands on his knees to steady me and let our lips touch.
His hands immediately came up to frame my face and I was thrilled that he didn’t push me away, so I hadn’t misinterpreted. Now I just had to decide if I liked kissing him or not. I pressed my lips to his harder, opened my lips against his and felt him do the same. It’d been so long since I’d kissed anyone, and I realized, he never had.
He was breathing heavy with deep needed breaths. Our knees interlaced as we sat and turned toward each other on our crates. He smelled of the soap I used to clean his shirt this morning. His lips were hard but gentle and his five o’clock shadow scratched my cheeks.
I had no idea how long we kissed before I broke off. He didn’t release my face but put his forehead on mine. There weren’t fireworks, but it was nice all the same.
“You don’t know how long I’ve wanted to do that,” he said breathlessly.
“Then why didn’t you.”
“For one thing, this body is almost twice your age. And another, I didn’t think you wanted me to. You’ve always been so content with just being my friend.”
“I don’t care about your age. I was confused about Michael and everything else going on. Confused about you. I had no idea that you felt anything more than obligation to me,” I said and pulled back a little to look at him. “I was scared. I still am.”
“You don’t have to be scared with me. I’m not going to pressure you into anything. I know this is a situation to be careful with. I just want to be here for you.”
“I know, and I’m grateful, but . . .”
“But what?”
“Maybe I’m ready for you to not be so careful with me anymore,” I said, shocking even myself and I heard his breath hitch.
He eyed me intensely with some wonder and sympathy mixed in. His fingers wiped at my cheeks. That was when I realized I was crying.
“Are you? I’m not going to rush-”
I cut him off with another kiss. That was when I knew I was ready to move on. I wasn’t in love with Mitchell, I knew that, but I was in like with him. This wasn’t something I’d jumped into. I had thought about this and now I was ready. Ready to leave Michael in the past as the sweet memory he was and start something new because who knew how much time we had left to live anyway.
Mitchell didn’t hesitate. He pulled me closer and kissed me back with enthusiasm. This time his arms went around my waist and mine went around his neck.
Once again, time went away from me. At some point we pulled away reluctantly, realizing the music had stopped and things had gotten quiet again. It wasn’t the best kiss ever, but it was good. I still wasn’t sure what I felt for him. I already knew that Miguel, with that accent – ah – was attracted. I’d seen him follow me with his eyes around the room. And Cain was being super sweet to me, too, and incredibly charming and his sea green eyes . . .but I just wanted to kiss Mitchell to see that I still could.
Mitchell pulled me up from the crate.
“It’s late. We should get to bed,” Mitchell said then paled. “I mean, by ourselves. I wasn’t implying-”
“Mitch, I know.” I laughed because it was funny. “It’s ok. I know what you meant. I am really tired, but I need to talk to Sherry first.”
“Ok. I’ll walk you, if that’s ok.”
“Of course it is,” I insisted.
He seemed pretty happy and satisfied as he walked me back to the commons room, holding my hand and left me with Sherry before heading to his room for the night.
Sherry eyed me with a mixture of amusement and I-told-you-so. I smiled at her and squatted down in front of her.
“You were right, I’m ready. Thank you.” That was all I said before heading over to Cain, who looked to be sulking on the staircase. His head in his hands, his elbows on his knees. “Cain?”
He looked up and immediately pasted on a horribly sad excuse for a smile. “Hey, there.”
“About Friday night? I’m in. I’ll go with you. Let me know what time you want to leave and what you need me to do and I’ll be ready. G’night.”
And I left before anyone could talk me out of it.
~ ~ ~
The next morning, I woke up late. I pressed my fingers into my aching eyes and then stretched my legs, flexing my toes. I half expected to run into warm flesh, another body beside me. It was still weird to sleep by myself, without Michael.
Before this we’d been sleeping wherever we could find a place, mostly not beds of any kind, so it was hitting me hard then just how things had changed. And how much I missed sleeping next to someone.
I decided to stop feeling sorry for myself, or I’d be a sloth there all day, and changed my clothes to leave the room. The hall was deserted as was the commons room. I saw Cain heading up the steps, out of the bunker. I wondered what it was he did out there. No one else ever went outside. It was kind of forbidden, I guess you’d say.
So, naturally, being the bored and curious girl I was, I decided I’d follow him.
I lifted the hatch door, a heavy, wooden, creaky beast. I remembered the stock room from the other day when that woman had brought us through there. We’d showed up here because of a flyer someone saw at a truck stop. He didn’t want to stay he’d said but knew the Lighters were bull crap so he stored the info for later. And then told us where to go when he happened to spot us wandering around.
I placed the door back quietly and looked around at the high shelves . . .and bumped right into Cain.
“Oh!” I cried and silently cursed my always bumping into people lately. I tried to think of something to say as he stood and looked down at me with cocked head and amused face. “Busted?”
He laughed a deep ember of a laugh and it was wonderful. It sent a wave of nerves through me. His face, which had been tight with concern or something, even in his jest, released and now looked five years younger. He seemed stressed and maybe even trying to cover up unhappiness. I didn’t blame him. I probably was, too.
“Yeah, I’d say ‘busted’ fits here nicely. What are you doing?”
“Following you, being bored, wanting to be useful. Take your pick.”
“Well,” he smiled again, “I’m really the only one allowed out. We try to keep everyone inside to ward off any suspicions. If someone saw a bunch of people running around outside . . .you know?”
“Yes, I know. I assumed as much, but really, I’m going stir crazy. I have to do something. What are you doing out here? Maybe I can help?”
“Well, Lillian, it’s your lucky day.” He leaned in to whisper conspiratorially. “I don’t follow the rules either.”
He grinned and placed a hand on my back to guide me out the back door. The sun hit my face and I wanted to gasp at the feel of it. You never knew when the sun would be out or it would be snowing or raining. It was a treat for it to be so mild outside and I soaked it in.
We walked to a small shed in the back. Behind it I saw a garden covered with high tarps. I couldn’t tell what they were growing. There were barely green sprouts sticking out. They’d made a little sort of green house with all these tarps and I was impressed.
“So, what’s all this?” I asked, looking back at him.
“Our garden. Sherry and I came up with it. See, once the need warehouses come, we won’t be able to get enough food to feed everyone anymore, so, we’re gonna try to grow a majority of it. Right now we’re stock piling. That’s why so many of us go on store runs every week.”
“Need warehouse? What’s that?”
He chuckled at some personal joke.
“Where you been?” he asked and then proceeded to tell me all about them and what had been Crandle’s plans. When he was through, I couldn’t help but shiver and think that the Lighters seemed to think of everything.
He walked me around a little more and told me all the vegetables they were planting. How certain ones can grow in harsh conditions. I asked a few questions and he answered them.
I was trying to decide if I should go back inside when a strong gust of wind shot through the yard. It was so strong that I had to grab Cain’s arm to keep from falling over.
“This is another reason no one comes out here,” he yelled over the howl of the wind and tried to shield me a little with his body, but it didn’t work too well. “It gets pretty wicked sometimes.”
“I see that.”
Once it died down, I started to walk back to the store but was yanked back by my hair. I cried out at the pain and shock. At first I thought Cain had done it but it was so hard and hurtful, surely he wouldn’t have. I looked up and back. Sure enough, it wasn’t him but he saw what was happening the same time I did.
The wind had wrapped and knotted my hair around one of the poles that kept the tarp over the garden. But with all the ties and twists and rope around the pole to keep everything together and tight, it was snarled within the mess of it and as I started to try to free it I realized it was stuck. Really stuck.
I started to panic a little. Cain tried to help as we pulled at and tried to separate pieces of my very long blonde hair, it was well past my shoulder blades now, it wasn’t working, in fact, it seemed to make it worse.
“Uh, Lillian, I may have to go get some scissors,” he suggested.
“No! Please,” I cried. “Look, I know it’s stupid and silly, but I – I love my hair. I don’t want to cut it, ok.” We kept trying. We kept not getting it untangled. “Dang it! Just dang it.”
I was losing my hope of not cutting my hair.
“Lillian,” he said softly, “I promise you, you will look just as gorgeous with shorter hair. I think we have to cut it.”
“It’s not about my looks, Cain.” I wanted to cry. And that thought made me want to cry harder. I was seriously about to cry over something as vain, girly and silly as hair. In the end of the world. But he didn’t understand. “Cain, I just . . .I need my hair, ok? Michael always-” I stopped abruptly and wished I could leave, but couldn’t.
“Your husband. He loved your hair, is that it?”
“Yes,” I admitted. “I just feel like I . . .”
“Ok. Let me look around and see what I can find, ok? Stay here,” he said and gave me a cocky grin.
“Ha ha,” I said and couldn’t help smile, too.
He came back a few minutes later with some kind of black grease. I didn’t ask what it was, I didn’t want to know, as long as I got free.
He rubbed it all over and around the ends of my hair and the pole and slowly started to pull and separate the pieces. Sometimes he had to yank slightly, holding the other side of the strand so as not to hurt me. It worked!
We pulled it all free and I tried to run my fingers through it, but it was impossible. I couldn’t imagine the mess I must have looked with black grease all in my snarled hair nest. Right then I didn’t care because I still had it for it to be a mess. I jumped right to Cain and wrapped my arms around his neck.
“Thank you so much. I know you think it’s silly, but . . .” I pulled back to look at him, but didn’t let him go. “I don’t have anything. I have like five possessions to my name. Everyone has always loved my hair; my parents, Michael. I just couldn’t . . .get rid of it,” I admitted and wanted to cringe.
There was no way to explain it without sounding stupid.
“It’s ok, I understand, really.” I hadn’t realized his hands were still on my waist until then. His fingers flexed a little and I felt a flutter in my stomach. His face was inches from mine. “I understand better than you think. Being in this place that isn’t ours, with hardly anything that belongs to us, just trying to survive. I understand.”
“Thanks, Cain, really.”
“Ok,” he said awkwardly and stepped back like he just realized how close we were. He cleared his throat. “Uh, how about we go back inside. We’ll see if we can get you cleaned up.”
“Yes, agreed.”
We walked to the hatch door and he started to lift it, but stopped. “Lillian,” he turned to me, “I’m really sorry about your husband.”
I was a little taken back by his sincerity. He looked straight at me and I stared back into a sea of blue green.
“Thanks. I’m ok, really. We weren’t even married that long and didn’t know each other very long before that. I miss him, but in a way, I’m almost glad he’s not here to see all this.”
He knew exactly what I was talking about, ‘this’ was everything. He nodded.
“Maybe you can come with me again this week and I can show you how we do things, plant some carrots with me. What do you say?”
“Sure, I’d love to help.”
“Ok, but uh, Lillian.” He came to stand right in front of me and wrapped a strand of my hair around his fingers. “Your hair is pretty gorgeous. Why don’t you wear it up next time, huh?”
He chuckled as if to soften the flirting he was doing, but I wasn’t buying it. And man did I like it. I swore my hair was tingling. “I think that’s a good idea. Thanks for the quick thinking out there. Most guys would have just said I was being stupid and gotten the scissors . . .or worse, a pocketknife.”
He laughed and continued to rub and examine that same strand of hair. “No problem. Let’s get you inside and see if Celeste can help you with . . .” he waved his hands in front of me, “all this.”
“Hey, now. Is it that bad?”
“Define ‘that bad’?”
I groaned and he laughed. “I’m half joking,” he said and laughed again at my furious attempt to produce order to my locks, grabbing my hands and bringing them to our sides. “Come on. Celeste can help if anyone can, I guarantee it.”
I followed him down to the bottom of the stairs. He looked around and saw Max sitting in his favorite chair. “Hey, Max, will you call Celeste for me?”
“Sure,” he said and went right back to reading his book.
Celeste bounded in within a few seconds. “You know, Max, it’s one thing for my own Keeper to be in my head, I don’t need… Oh my . . .Lillian! What happened to you!”
“That’s why we called you,” Cain said. “We had a little debacle. Can you help?”
“Of course I can. Come with me, Lillian. It hurts to look at you.”
“Ok, just a second.” I turned back to Cain. “Thanks again, I mean it.”
“No problem, I mean it,” he said smiling. He winked at me and toyed with his lip ring with his tongue.
“So, you’ll come let me know when you go outside tomorrow?”
“Yep, if you still want to.”
“I do.”
“Then, I will. Me, you, carrots. It’s a date.”
I laughed and saw Celeste raise her brow and quirk her lips. I bit my lip. “Ok, sounds great. Bye.”
“Bye, Lillian,” he said, almost crooned, and his deep voice just wrapped around my name perfectly.
As I walked away, following Celeste who was whispering that she knew just what to do for my hair, I looked over my shoulder once more and saw that Cain hadn’t moved yet. He was still smiling and he was watching me go.
 



CHAPTER TEN – MERRICK
Pipe Down
“SOMETHING IS DEFINITELY up with Cain,” Sherry said Wednesday morning as we sat on the floor, leaning on the wall.
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t know. He’s just not acting right lately. He’s moping once second then smiling the next. He’s . . .fickle. Cain is never fickle.”
“He’s fine. He’s just upset about Lillian and Mitchell. He mentioned her on the run.”
“How do you know about them? I didn’t say anything to you,” she asked, looking at me mysteriously.
“Well, I may have caught a glimpse of Mitchell’s mind here and there, by accident.”
She gasped.
“Merrick!” 
“Hey, I’m not perfect. It’s hard to break old habits sometimes. I only saw a glimpse but it was enough,” I said and smiled, looking at her sideways.
“Merrick! I can’t believe you.” She smacked my arm playfully. “Shameful, after you’ve told them so many times to stay out of your head.” She paused and I waited, knowing what was coming. “So . . .what did you see?” she asked and bit her lip.
I laughed, hard. She was so cute and predictable. “Just a kiss,” I said through a yawn.
“Aww, Lillian. I’m so happy for her.”
“Me, too. Now. Enough about other Keeper’s love lives. I’m so tired from working the garden I can barely think. Tell me about your day. What did you and Lily bug do?” I asked with my eyes closed as I put my arm around her and pulled her into my side.
“Well, not much to tell if I can’t talk about that. Lillian and I chatted forever about it the past few days. She feels like she’s betraying Michael.”
“I’m sure Michael would want her to move on and be happy.”
“That’s what I said.”
“Well, aren’t you smart,” I said and touched the end of her nose with my finger.
“Yeah.” She grinned.
“And Lily?”
“Lily took her nap and did her schoolwork with Marissa. She’s really loving it and doing so well. Then she did her lessons with Miguel and Kay later on. She ate two huge bowls of macaroni and cheese. I had to pull her from the trough, like somebody else I know,” she said grinning and poked my ribs.
Marissa and Lana had taken teacher roles and schooled Lily, Calvin and Franklin for a few hours during the day.
“Hey, it’s hard work taking care of you girls. I need my strength. It wouldn’t be a problem if you weren’t such a good cook.”
“Hmmm . . .you know, it-”
I didn’t get to find out what ‘it’ was because I heard a crash. A very large crash and breaking glass clinking on the tile floor with a scream that followed.
“Stay put,” I told Sherry firmly as I got up.
I and many other Keepers blurred into the hallway where the commotion was coming from.
Polly was standing in the bathroom, her arm still extended towards Susan. The vanity mirror above the sink was shattered. Shards of dingy, reflective glass were all over the tile floor around Susan’s feet and the sink bowl. A hard plastic black case lay on the floor as well. It was, I suspected, the culprit of being the thrown object.
Piper was standing in the hall as well, observing, nothing more. Susan was yelling and now that all was quiet, we could hear what she was saying.
“You’re crazy! Crazy! Get out of here!” Susan screeched and backed away from Polly until her back hit the wall by the sink.
“You’re crazy!” Polly shouted. “You think you can just use my razor without asking?”
“Polly, why would I take your razor? I have my own. You’re crazy! That’s just a little too unsanitary for my taste anyway. Now if you’ll excuse me, young lady, I’m trying to shower. Leave.”
“I’m not going anywhere until you give me my razor, hag.”
“I will do no such thing. This is mine. Now get out!”
“Ladies,” Jeff broke in harshly. “What in the worlds is going on here?”
They both started yelling at the same time.
“She stole my-”
“She threw it at me-”
“Why would I lie-”
“It’s so gross-”
“She just barged in-”
“Ok! Ok! Ok! Enough!” Jeff yelled and threw up his hands to draw attention. “I think we can-”
“Now hold on,” someone interrupted Jeff.
Piper.
“We can’t have people just taking things and it being alright to do so,” she continued.
“I never said it was Piper,” Jeff retorted and motioned for them to follow him. “Let’s get away from all this glass.”
Piper, Polly, Susan, him and I went to the kitchen.
“Now. It’s not ok to take things that aren’t yours but it’s also not ok to throw things at other people, let alone break things,” Jeff explained, looking between the two.
Everyone still looked to Jeff to be whatever form of mediator/leader/instigator/level-headed one that we needed him for at the time being. Right then, it seemed to be all four.
“If she hadn’t stolen the razor, I wouldn’t have thrown the makeup case,” Polly insisted.
“Even if I had stolen it, it still doesn’t warrant breaking a mirror just by my head, let alone throwing things at me,” Susan claimed.
“That sounds like an admission to me,” Polly said crossing her arms in triumphant to which Susan gasped, but Jeff cut them both off before they could continue.
“Alright! No more, ladies. We haven’t had any trouble or drama between the members of the group until you two and I’m not about to have it now.”
“That’s not true,” Piper chimed almost happily. “From what I hear, Sherry had caused her own set of problems.”
“Piper, I’m gonna stop you right there,” Jeff said holding up his hand. “Don’t. Sherry has been through plenty and none of it was her fault.”
“Well, I’d say leading men on and then complaining when they act on it is causing plenty-”
I snapped.
“Don’t you say another word about Sherry!” I yelled and Jeff grabbed my arm.
I realized I had taken a step towards her though I wasn’t sure what I planned to do.
“Merrick. My goodness, so defensive,” she said and even smiled smugly.
“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I growled.
“Don’t I? She flirted with that poor man, then he kissed her and she cries rape? What more is there to know? Like I said, she’s causing problems that weren’t necessary.”
“Enough, Piper!” Jeff yelled.
“It’s still true, Merrick. Nothing has changed. She’ll never be good for you. Humans and our kind don’t mix that way. You deserve better than this mundane life that’s been chosen for you by that little-.”
“Get over it, Piper. There will never be anything different for me. I chose my own fate and am plenty happy with the results. It’s none of your business, end of discussion,” I said with as much conviction I could throw out.
I didn’t want to embarrass her. Even after all she’d said I still didn’t want to call her out for her interest in me in front of everyone but that was what was next on my tongue if she didn’t shut up. Plus, she had to know that she was referring to Jeff as well. Marissa was still human even though she was a Muse.
“I dare say this is far from the end, Merrick, if I have anything to say about it,” Piper said flipping her hair sideways as she cocked her head in flippancy.
Before I could retaliate I saw something beyond Piper’s shoulder in the doorway to the kitchen.
Sherry.
She heard everything and stood there, leaning against the doorframe with her arms crossed looking pensive. Pensive and hurt.
“We are done here,” I said, enunciating each word and pulling my arm free from Jeff.
“We’ll see,” Piper countered and I heard Jeff start in on her behind me.
“Piper, you have no idea what you’re talking about. Just be quiet. I won’t have all this hostility. Polly, you broke the mirror, I suggest you go clean the mess,” he continued but I blocked him out.
“Sherry-”
“It’s ok, Merrick. There’s no law that says everyone has to like me, right?” Sherry said and smiled weakly but I could see how much she hated it.
“Come on.” I grabbed her hand and began to pull her with me. “Don’t worry about her. She’s just . . .”
“Jealous? I can tell. I have to say, I’ve never seen such a, uh . . .unlikable Keeper before.”
“Me either. I remember thinking that about her before. She’s definitely one of a kind. And not in a good way.”
“How can she act like that? I thought you were all made to be civil and easy going.”
“Free will, honey. We can choose just like you can. She would never have had to deal with rejection or adversity had we not come here. This is where we are . . .tested, so to speak. This is where we’ll see how we choose to react to situations. For whatever reason, even from the beginning, she chose to act . . .” I trailed off searching for a word that wouldn’t be offensive to Sherry’s ears.
“Crazy?” she suggested and smiled up at me.
“That’s a good one.”
“I feel sorry for her,” she said softly and I rolled my eyes at her but couldn’t help smiling too.
Sherry always reacted this way, always forgiving, always worrisome, faithful and understanding. It wouldn’t be so bad if it didn’t always happen that Sherry was the one that had to be so self sacrificing.
“Let’s go take a nap and I’ll make you forget all about it,” I suggested in a low voice and pulled her to me, nipping her chin which she loved.
“I already have,” she said laughing. “You are really good at that, you know, making me feel better, no matter what?”
“Well, good then. In that case, you want to see what Danny and Celeste are up to? I need to speak with him about some things anyway.”
“Sure. Marissa already came and got Lily for her classes so, we’re free.”
 
Danny?
 
“In the second room!” Danny called out his location in response to me asking him in his mind.
Cain and Lillian, who were sitting facing each other on the couch, looked up curiously at the sudden burst of unprovoked information, but returned to their conversation and inched closer as Lillian smiled and laughed at whatever Cain was saying.
Before we went further I turned back to Piper and saw that yes, she was watching with a decided determination in her set jaw, so I decided she needed a little convincing. I would protect Sherry from anyone, even another Keeper, even from the petty thoughts of a Keeper trapped in a body she couldn’t control the chemical emotions for.
I looked back down at Sherry and smiled at her, then tipped her head back bringing my mouth to hers, wrapping my arms around her. I closed my eyes, but could feel Piper’s hateful gaze on us.
With every passing second Sherry was getting more breathless; clinging, with my shirt bunched in her fist like she always did. I heard her whimper so I decided I best end it. I released her and she gazed at me and bit her lip in cute glazed-over confusion and passion. But then she smiled up at me and I couldn’t help but feel loved and wanted, the best thing in the universe. It was still a little crazy that all this was mine.
I wrapped my arm around her shoulder and pulled her to me to kiss her forehead as we walked towards Danny. Her petite cool arm around my waist the only thing keeping me on the ground.
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN – SHERRY
This Life Is More Than Just A Read Through
WE FOUND DANNY and Celeste in the second room, where Danny said they were. The second room, as we called it, was the old bedroom of Phillip; the man who originally let us stay here and kept this huge room all to himself though we were all packed in the rest of them like sardines. Not to mention, he was the one who almost raped me, had Jeff not come to my rescue.
“Hey, sis, what’s up? Are you ok? You look a little, I don’t know, red?”
Merrick and I looked at each other and laughed a little, smiling knowingly.
“It’s nothing. What are you guys doing in here?”
They were both sitting on the little hideous pink loveseat on the wall. Celeste’s legs were in Danny’s lap. Normally they sat in the commons room in the corner on the floor.
“Oh, nothing,” Celeste answered, looking at the ends of a few strands of hair and grimacing. “It’s just getting so crowded in there. Dang it! Look at my hair! Split ends everywhere.”
“Well, it’s a good thing that it’s so crowded, Celeste,” Danny said, trying to hide a smile at Celeste’s obvious misfortune.
“I know, I know,” she said letting the hair go and looking back up to him. “It’s just crowded that’s all. I’m glad they’re here, though. Don’t get me wrong.”
We weren’t the only ones in the second room, but we were spread out enough to not be on top of each other. We had taken down most of Phillips decorations, if you want to call them that. His posters of questionable taste were burned or buried along with the other trash. The lamps, stereo and fan stayed.
The stereo was playing a CD and I could hear some song quietly. Red Hot Chili Peppers. Yeah, that sounded about right for Phillip’s collection. There was a stack of no less than two hundred CDs on display on the wall shelf. It was there the whole time and we never knew.
I saw Danny mouthing the words to “Can’t Stop”. ‘Knocked out but boy you better come to. Don’t die you know the truth as some do. Go write your message on the pavement, burn so bright I wonder what the wave meant. White heat is screaming in the jungle.’
“Well, I wanted to come see you, ask you how the lessons are going. Kay’s not working you too much is she?” Merrick asked.
We both sat down on the floor in front of them. Kay had been one of the Keepers giving lessons or classes on how to control the new Specials gifts. They practiced their gifts on each other, sometimes for hours at a time, trying to learn to control them at will and in complete focus.
“Nah, she’s great. It’s Miguel that’s the freaking Nazi!” Danny said and laughed. “He’s a slave driver, for sure. He’s been showing us how to use our gifts while training with the Karate and self defense lessons. At the same time. It makes me feel all Chuck Norris inside.”
“Yeah, it’s awesome,” chimed Celeste, just as animated as Danny had been, talking with her hands. “Like Danny will tell someone to duck in their mind at the same time that he knees them in the face or . . .like, Calvin can torch someone while Danny tells them to freeze or, Cain can blast them with his sonic boom hand thingy and then while they’re down, we all run over and stomp them. It’s awesome. The old stock room is totally trashed now.”
“Well, that sounds interesting,” Merrick said looking amused. “So everything’s going good then? I know it’s fun, but you are making progress, right? Learning something?”
“Oh, yeah,” Danny assured. “I’m not saying I want to invite the Lighters to a tea party, but . . .if we ran into one, I think we could probably take them.”
“Danny,” I chided, “don’t get cocky.”
“I’m not. I meant all of us, not me by myself. I’m not that dumb. But you know what, you should see Lily.”
“Yeah, she’s so stinking cute,” Celeste sang.
“I came to watch a few times when I had a minute. Why do you guys have to practice right before dinner, huh? I’m always in the kitchen and miss everything,” I said and felt a pang of guilt.
Everyone had their job and that was mine. Someone had to take over for Mrs. Trudy.
“I know, little sister,” Danny sympathized as he always joked with me that way. I’m his big sister, but by looking at how short I was, you’d never tell it. ‘Little sister’ had always been his endearment for me. “It sucks, but it’s the only time when everyone is together and all the other stuff is done. Plus, we get to eat right after instead of raiding the kitchen when we get done for snacks. I am always famished when we get done,” he said and then remembered what we were talking about and sat up straighter. “But Lily is so focused. Miguel works really good with her, knows exactly what to say to get her riled up. So far, the only thing she can do is make the person she touches choke, but hey, that’s better than nothing. She did it to me once in practice. It really does feels like you’re choking. It was wicked.”
“Is it safe? To do that I mean. Calvin’s gift isn’t some minor thing, it’s serious. What if you hurt each other practicing, by accident?” I asked, picturing Danny choking and wondering if they had panicked or not.
“It’s ok,” Merrick said, sensing my anxiety. He pulled me closer to him and laced our fingers. “Calvin only practices after everyone else has left the room. Miguel is there and he’s trained as an EMT. Plus, they have to practice so they know how to control it. They are being very careful, even with Lily. Miguel told me that he only let’s her practice on him now, just in case. It’s alright.”
“I’m not just talking about Calvin and Lily though,” I said softly. “I mean, like Celeste, no offense, but your gift isn’t proactive is it? It’s a means for missions and spying and definitely an asset but how do you practice with the others? Are you always the target instead?”
“Don’t be silly, Sherry. I am the target sometimes, but I practice my gift too. See, I can only see a person by focusing on them so it’s not as cool a gift as I’d like, but I can alert the others to danger and things like that while they are fighting. I’m more of a scout. I’d be the lead on a mission so, it’s ok. It’s fun anyway. We all have our purpose.”
I sat in stunned puddle of her profoundness and cool demeanor. I thought for sure she’d get all up in a tizzy with me about the ‘your gift isn’t proactive’ thing.
“Well, then, I just don’t want to see anyone get hurt, that’s all, least of all you, Calvin or Lily.”
“I know, but believe me, Lily can take care of herself. She’s got the deadly choke fingers and that total blond babe thing going for her, plus the rosy cheeks.” She pinched her cheeks to demonstrate. “If they got past us and she was somehow compromised, just when they thought they had her she’d make them choke on their own stupidity and leave them lying on the ground like the heap-of-a-loser they were. She’s going to be blonde frigging awesome someday.”
“Uh, baby? You’re blonde,” Danny said to Celeste, thoroughly enjoying the conversation.
We all loved to get Celeste riled up. It was quite entertaining.
“Yeah, but not that kind of blond. She’s in a whole other class of blond. Babe blonde,” she spouted while her hands were animated and her pointer finger wild as she explained.
I rolled my eyes as Danny laughed out loud at her logic.
“Please don’t refer to her as a ‘babe’ just yet, ok? She’s four,” I said and felt Merrick chuckling next to me.
“Hey, a babe’s a babe. She’s gonna be a heartbreaker. My miniscule ability to fool with the opposite sex will be nothing compared to that girl,” Celeste said it like it was the truth, she actually believed this stuff.
“Ok,” Merrick butted in, trying to stifle his laughter, “well, I’m glad everything is working out. Speaking of babes. Sherry,” he chided, “Miguel said you’ve missed the last three lessons.”
“I have. Katie’s been sick this week and Kay is busy with the lessons and sweet Maggie tries to help in the kitchen but doesn’t get very far before she’s breathing hard. There’s not a lot of people left to do the cooking.”
“Well, Lillian’s here now. You can alternate or something. Everyone needs to take their turn with chores and get in their training and lessons,” Merrick suggested and gave me a firm look.
“Yeah,” Danny said as he got up to change the CD, “and also the rest of the new ones aren’t doing much of anything either. I don’t think any chores have been assigned to them yet. What about Polly and Piper?”
“No, thanks. I’d rather slave alone than be put to that punishment,” I spouted quickly.
“Oh, yeah. Forgot about you and Polly’s little tiff,” Danny said as he sat back down.
Now, Ok Go’s ‘Here It Goes Again’ played behind us.
“Yeah. That,” I said and cleared my throat uncomfortably looking at Merrick. He smiled at me and quirked his mouth in a half smile – half sympathetic look. “I just wanted everyone to get settled in and comfortable first before I started dishing out rules and jobs. You know?” I sighed. “I’ll get Lillian and Susan to help in the kitchen with the cooking. Polly and Piper can be . . .dish duty I guess, though I’m not sure how many dishes we’d have left if they helped.”
“Why don’t you let me handle them,” Merrick suggested thankfully. “Piper can help Cain with the new garden and store trip stuff and Polly can be on . . .uh, cleaning duty?”
“Ha! Like that’ll go over!”
“I can tell her she’s in charge of it on Mondays and Wednesdays.”
“But . . .our cleaning days are Tuesdays and Thursdays.”
“I know, but this way she’ll be out of everyone’s hair. At least the place will be really clean,” he said and smiled.
“You’re a genius sometimes, you know that,” I said and his face lit with amusement.
“Yeah,” Celeste said, looking at her nails. “She’ll definitely do it if she thinks she’s in charge. She’s a little nuts.”
“A little?” I said and we all laughed. “Ok. Thank you, Merrick. I’ll let Lillian and Susan know and I’ll be at practice, I promise.”
“Good, I’ll tell Miguel and I’ll join you. I haven’t had my butt kicked in a while.” He grinned at me and I glared at him for making fun of me. “What are we having for dinner tonight?” A subject change no doubt.
“Rice, baby! Rice and beans and more rice and beans,” I answered with fake enthusiasm.
“Yuck,” Danny answered while Celeste chimed, “Gross” at the same time.
“Welcome to the apocalypse you two,” Merrick said and stood up. He reached his hand to me to help me up as well. “Who has lunch duty today?”
“Uh, Laura and Margo. Why?”
“Come on, wife. There’s a little matter we need to discuss.”
“Is there?” I stopped in my tracks, thought real hard, trying to think if I’d be in trouble for something.
“Yes. I heard Calvin’s birthday is in eight days. Ryan said he’d like to do something for it.”
“That’s a great idea!” Celeste said and turned to place her feet on the floor.
“Well, we can try. It won’t be much of a birthday I’m afraid,” I said feeling glum about even attempting to pull off something like that.
It must have stunk to be turning twelve in an underground bunker. Also we had realized earlier that we had no idea when Lily’s birthday was but already talked about it and figured she was probably four by now. Maybe we should make up a day for her and celebrate then.
“Calvin won’t care. We’ll all make a fuss over him and he’ll love it,” Merrick said, and he was right.
I knew he was. Calvin wasn’t shallow.
“You’re right. That sounds good. I’ll see if we still have the stuff to make a cake or cookies or something.”
“Good, it’s settled. I’ll let everyone else know. The ones who want to participate can. Lana will be pleased, I think.”
“Yeah, she will. I’ll get her to help me. I want her to feel included in it too, you know.”
Merrick looked down at me and grabbed my face between his big warm hands. He smiled.
“My sweet Sherry, always thinking about everybody else. Your sister is a real saint, you know that, Danny?” he said, but never took his eyes off of me.
“Uh, yeah, I do. Come on, Celeste. We’re heading outta this love fest,” Danny said and Celeste giggled as he grabbed her hand and towed her away.
“That’s one way to get rid of him,” Merrick said laughing and then brushed his lips against mine before taking them completely.
When he finally stopped the slow delicious torture that was the kiss I spoke to him again.
“Did I ever tell you how much I love it when you call me ‘wife’?”
“Nope, but I knew you would.” He leaned closer and spoke in a loud whisper, like it was a secret. “I know everything there is to know about you.”
And to prove his point he nipped that little spot behind my ear that I love, making me shiver and giggle.
“I see. So you know just how to torture me,” I murmured.
“So, wife,” he said smirking, “you’re ok with Piper and all that mess, right? You know there’s nothing to worry about with her. She’s just bitter about being here and she’ll get over it.”
“No, I’m not worried about her. After all, I got you in the end, didn’t I?”
“Nuhuh, I got you,” he whispered in my ear.
And then he kissed me again.
 



CHAPTER TWELVE – CAIN
Big Bold Black Letters
“SO, IS THAT not the best PB& J you’ve ever had, or what?” I asked Lillian as we leaned on the kitchen counter, biding our time until tonight. We’d just come from the garden and I decided to make us a snack.
“It was. Thank you.” She finished her last bite and licked her finger. “I didn’t think you could really make peanut butter and jelly better, but you sure proved me wrong.”
“Are you cracking on me?” I asked and raised an eyebrow at her in jest.
“No way, I wouldn’t do that.”
“Are you sure? Because it sounds like you’re cracking on me.”
She stifled a giggle with her hand. “Ok, maybe a little bit, but it was a pretty darn good sandwich.”
“Ha ha.” I bumped her shoulder with mine. “So, are you ready for tonight?”
“Yes. Eighty six percent sure that I’m ready.”
“Only eighty six? Not maybe say . . .ninety two?”
She laughed again and touched my arm across the kitchen island, making me smile even wider. It felt like forever since I’d genuinely smiled wide and true because I was actually happy about something and not just pretending. But I’d been doing that a lot this week with Lillian.
We’d spent every day together in the garden and lots of time sitting and talking together inside, not always by ourselves, but still.
“Ok, maybe ninety two. I guess I need to go get a shower. Thanks for letting me help and for the sandwich. I haven’t had enough fun lately.”
“Well, don’t worry, tonight will be great.”
“You’re not worried at all?”
“Me? Nope. Everything will be fine.”
“Ok, see you in a bit.”
“Can’t wait.”
And she walked away backwards before turning, tucking her hair behind her ear and smiling.
 
In a few minutes, Lillian and I would be walking out the door for town. I was not really looking forward to it. I was, but I was just as not looking forward to it, too. I told Lillian it was fine earlier, but I got to thinking. I mean, I had her to worry about instead of just myself. What if something happened? What if I blew my cover at the diner? What if Lillian freaked? There were a million what ifs, but we needed this. We needed the information.
And I needed to freaking get out and have some fun.
This whole week I worked in the garden or at the diner, trying to keep busy and stay away from Sherry as much as possible. I’d barely seen a single soul all week except Lillian. We talked a lot. She told me about how much trouble they’d had trying to find a place to stay and some about her husband. I felt pretty good about her. She seemed to be pretty happy to see me most days.
But then, Miguel danced with her one night as Paul had cranked up the record player and she seemed pretty happy then too.
He was into her, I could tell. She laughed and smiled, but she did with me too. I didn’t know what to think. She seemed mostly oblivious to us all and our affections. She was just genuinely sweet.
And now, Mitchell was waiting at the stairs with me. Waiting for Lillian. Ugh. I could see it all over his smug Keeper face. Merrick, Jeff and Simon were here with me as well, Merrick spouting pointers but I couldn’t seem to focus tonight. I was trying but was too worked up, too edgy.
Then we saw Sherry, then Celeste, then Lillian.
Holy canoly.
Lillian was a vision in jeans and a blue top that matched her eyes. We knew the girls were getting her ready as she had to look nice and look like she dressed up to go out. They had been scrounging for nice clothes and makeup and such to see what they could put together. And boy, did they put something together. She was hot.
“Wow.” I heard Mitchell muttered and I wanted to punch him for stealing my line.
“Yeah, wow,” I said thinking how ordinary I looked in jeans and a black sweater.
Lame.
“Thanks. Celeste had something I could wear so . . .”
“She does look amazing,” Celeste said, boasting her own skills.
“Well, are you ready? Let’s get this thing on the road,” I asked, holding out my hand to her.
I was glad they left her hair down with big curls at the ends. I loved long hair, especially the hair I helped to save, down and swinging when they turned their heads, you know. I especially loved it down when girls danced, which I planned to do tonight. For research purposes, of course.
“Yes, let’s. Do we have everything?” she said and took my hand and I realized she was shaking a little. “There’s nothing else we should remember?” she said, looking around to everyone standing around us.
“Just don’t talk too long to any one person. It would give you a better chance to say too much or the wrong thing if you did. Also, don’t think about the bunker remember? Don’t think about us,” Jeff advised.
“And don’t leave each other’s side. That way, you won’t have to worry about what the other has said to someone else. Plus, it’s just safer to stay together.” Merrick turned to look at me. “Don’t let anyone else dance with her if you can help it. Even if she goes to the bathroom, Cain, walk her to the door. Got it?” Merrick stared at me for confirmation.
“Got it,” I said, I realized I was still holding Lillian’s shaking hand so I squeezed it to soothe her.
I had to fight a smile when she squeezed back.
“And don’t leave too early. You have to seem like you want to be there. Drink, dance, have fun, do whatever everyone else is doing, but remember to look around and listen while you’re doing it,” Simon, my Keeper, chimed in. “And be cautious, Cain. Stay safe.”
“No problem.”
“And if they have flyers or material, make sure you take some,” Mitchell said and I nodded to him. Then he stepped closer to Lillian and framed her pale face with his tan hands, the contrast shocking. “Please, be careful,” he said softly and I thought he might kiss her, right there in front of all of us, but he reluctantly released her and stepped back.
“We will. I promise,” Lillian said and I liked how she said ‘we’.
I started to tug her towards the stairs and shouted down to them as we walked out.
“We’ll be back by 2:00 a.m. Have fun, kids.”
“Be careful, Cain,” Sherry yelled, and I couldn’t stop myself.
I turned to smile at her as I shut the trap door behind me.
 
I put Lillian in the passenger seat of my truck, climbed in the driver side and clicked my seat belt. The radio blared when I cranked the truck and I fumbled to turn it down quickly. It was my Incubus CD blaring ‘Anna Molly’.
“Sorry,” I muttered.
“It’s ok, I like Incubus.”
“Really?” I said, surprised that she knew who they were. “How old are you?”
“Twenty one.”
This shocked me a little.
“Really?”
“Yeah. Why so shocked?” she asked but looked amused.
“Uh, you just seem older, I guess. And you were married so, I just thought you were . . .older,” I tried to explain as I pulled out onto the highway.
“I got married young. I’m a homemaker and somewhat of a homebody, too. I never was interested in the party scene. Tonight, you’ll have to coax me into remembering this is supposed to be dancing and looking like we’re having fun.”
“We will have fun, no coaxing or intervention needed. I promise.”
“Huh,” she said and covered his lips with her fingertips to stifle a laugh, “you’re sure about this?”
“Yes. Why?” I kept glancing at her sideways as I drove.
“I just don’t know you that well and you don’t know me. What if I hated dancing? What if I hated music? What would you do with me then?”
If my ears weren’t deceiving me . . .it sounded like she was flirting with me. “Let me worry about that. I promise you’ll have fun, no matter what. I’ll make it my mission, you know, besides our other mission.”
She laughed out loud which made me smile and commit the bouncy sound to memory.
“Ok. I place myself in your capable hands.”
Hell, she was killing me.
I was pleasantly surprised to feel that inkling of ache I experienced whenever I left the bunker – left Sherry – slowly drift to a dull pound.
 
Once we arrived, I parked and went to her side of the truck. I could hear the thump of the bass from the club but couldn’t make out the song. She was applying lip gloss in the mirror when I opened the door.
“Thanks,” she said and took the hand I offered her to help her out of the truck, “I haven’t had to get dressed up to go somewhere in a very long time. I feel kind of strange.”
“Well, you look awesome.” I winced at my words. “I mean, you look very pretty.”
“Thanks,” she said shyly and tucked hair behind her ear.
“So . . .rule number one of a night on the town. Smile, don’t stop smiling.”
“Smile. Got it,” she said smiling and I was happy she was playing along.
“Rule number two, we listen to the Keeper’s advice. No dancing with anyone but me and you have to dance every time I ask you to. I hope you’re wearing good shoes.”
She chuckled and scoffed, “I don’t remember them saying I had to dance every time you commanded it.”
“Oh, I guess you just weren’t paying attention,” I jested. “Rule number three. If you’re not having fun, tell me and I’ll fix it.”
“How?”
“I’ll think of something. I’m pretty crafty.”
She grinned and nodded her head. “Ok. Those rules sound reasonable enough. Do I get any rules of my own?”
“Sure.”
“First. If you’re not having fun, tell me and I’ll . . .” She shrugged. “I’m not sure, but I’ll try my best.”
“Ok,” I said with a grin.
“Second, I don’t care if you drink, but please don’t get drunk,” she said and looked like she thought I was gonna bite her head off.
“I never do. Not my style anymore. Anything else?”
“Third, don’t do anything crazy, like dance on the bar and make me have to hurt you in front of everyone.”
I laughed out loud. “I’d almost like to see you try.”
She laughed too and pushed my arm playfully. “Oh! Don’t test me, Cain! I am vicious when it comes to public humiliation.”
“Ok, ok. I promise no table dances. Is there more?”
“Last . . .” She took a deep breath. “Don’t think about Sherry,” she said softly.
I felt all my breath leave me. “What?” I breathed.
“You don’t think about Sherry and I won’t think about Mitchell or Michael.”
I tried to gauge my tone and words carefully.“Why do you think I’d think about Sherry?”
“I’ve seen the way you look at her and the way you try not to. If I’m wrong I’m sorry, but I don’t think I am.”
“You’re not,” I admitted quietly.
There was no point in lying when she flat called me out on it. She stopped me with a hand on my arm.
“I’m not judging you, Cain. I just want to have fun tonight, completely let go, with no obligations, guilt or awkwardness. Even though I don’t know you that well, I’ve had a lot of fun with you this week. Let’s just pretend, that we’re really good friends who’ve done this tons of times together. I know I’m being extremely forward but . . . I need this night out so bad.” She sounded on the verge of tears. “I need to not have to think for just a little while. I can’t take living like we have been, so scared all the time and looking over my shoulder. Please, Cain. Let’s both just forget our problems and have fun, for the one night we have to just be normal again.” She paused and looked embarrassed. “I’m sorry, I’m not usually so-”
What could I say? I felt the same way.
“Yes,” I interrupted her, “you’re right, I need this, too. I promised you a good time and I meant it. Ready to get to it, friend?” I offered her my hand.
She smiled gratefully and took it.
“Absolutely.”
We finished the distance through the parking lot, which was packed, and then we reached the doorman.
“Marks,” was all he said and I turned to show him behind my ears, which he smeared and rubbed with his thumb to make sure it wasn’t covered up. Then Lillian lifted her hair and he did the same to her. “Ok. Cover is ten for both.”
I paid him then held the door open as Lillian entered the club.
A waft of smoke and the smell of beer and sweaty dance floor bombarded us as I took the lead and pulled her behind me with her soft, warm, long fingers in mine. I have a serious thing with hands. I’m a hand and hair man.
“Do you want a beer or something?” I asked when we stopped at the bar and I pulled her close to speak into her ear.
The music was so loud, I doubted she could hear me, but she answered me.
“Um, whatever you’re having.”
I heard the tone. I dated enough in my day to know it. “You’ve never have a beer before have you?” I asked.
“No,” she admitted and started to look embarrassed. Then she perked up and smiled brightly at me. “I mean, yes. Lots of times, Cain, you know this. You know everything about me! Now get me my usual and stop playing around. I’m ready to dance!” she yelled and at first I was baffled, then I remembered our agreement in the parking lot.
The agreement about pretending to be old, good friends who partied together often and were completely cool with each other and ready to have fun.
“I was just making sure you were paying attention,” I said winking at her and then tapped the bar to call the bartender. “Two lime and tonics, please.”
“Coming up.” He made them with astonishing quickness and pushed them forward on the bar for me to catch them. “That’ll be six dollars. No tab tonight.”
“That’s fine, here you go.” I handed him a ten.
“No beer?” Lillian asked when I turned back around.
“Not for me, not anymore,” I answered.
We grabbed our drinks and sliced through the masses to a less crowded part in a corner. She followed me and I was surprised we made it without spilling drink all over us.
“So, how you do like this place? Not as hopping as our usual spot is it?” I asked, playing along with the game.
“No, but it’ll do. This is non-alcoholic?” I nodded and she took a small sip of her drink, letting the rim barely touch her lips. “Ugh! I mean, mmmm.”
I had to laugh at her. She was pretty cute and we practically had out heads together to be able to hear over the noise.
“You can’t sip it daintily my adorable Lillian. Tonic has to be swigged.”
“Oh?” She swigged. I mean swigged big time. “Oh! It does make it better! You were right!” She took another gulp and then set it down on the railing overlooking the crowd in the pit, licking her lips. “So what else is on the agenda for tonight, handsome?”
“There isn’t one, gorgeous. We’ll wing it like we always do.”
“Sounds good to me,” she said smiling and looked up at me for a moment too long to be considered casual. “Thanks, Cain.”
“You’re welcome. Now, finish your drink while we look around a little and then you are mine . . .on the dance floor.”
“Yay!” She clapped rapidly and excitedly. “I can’t wait. But sugar lips, no Macarena this time.” She lifted her hands as if to halt my protest. “I know you love it but I just can’t stomach it another night.”
“Dang, baby! Come on! The Macarena is my thing!”
“I know! I know! I’m sorry. Next time, I promise.” She laughed and patted my arm.
“Oh, alright. No Macarena but I get to choose the last dance so you better be nice to me.”
She smiled and lifted her drink to her lips to sip but then remembered my advice and took another big swig. I loved watching her. She was bright and happy looking and really looked like she could be truly happy just about anywhere; easy going and easy to please. The fact that she was devastatingly gorgeous and didn’t know it, helped some, too.
But I peeled my eyes from her and looked around like I was supposed to. There were posters, t-shirts and propaganda vendors lining the walls with the new Taker’s face on them, along with some Anti-Keeper stuff as well. I didn’t dwell on that because it wasn’t important.
I looked towards the stage and saw what I could only assume was the instigators of this shindig. A huddled group of enforcers and city folks massed together and looked to be getting ready for the speech.
There was a huge banner above the stage in big bold back letters that said “What would this world be without its leadership? Welcome our new savior, Malachi!” and cheesy balloons everywhere.
I could think of quite a few things the world would be without their leadership, but I kept them to myself. Nothing seemed to be out of the ordinary. No Lighters were present yet that I saw except two who were guarding the back stage door. There were no enforcers, except those by the stage, unless they were out of uniform.
I turned back to Lillian to find her looking around as well. Her glass was empty. Then one of the many promoters stopped in front of us. “Having a good time?” he asked.
“We are, thank you,” I said politely.
“You know who to thank for all this is our savior, Malachi, who unfortunately won’t be here tonight but please stay for the rally and speech, then make sure to take some promotional items on your way out. We have t-shirt, cups, posters. Even baby bibs.”
“Wow, a plethora of goodies. Thank you, we’ll be sure to do that.”
He nodded to me, then gave Lillian the once over and smiled a little too long before he moved on to the next suckers down the line from us. I turned to her, feeling the need to stake a claim to her or something, though I knew that was ludicrous.
“What do you say, hotness? Ready to boogie?”
“Yep.” She hiccupped and covered her mouth giggling. “Oh! Sorry.” She smiled bashfully. “Yes, I’m ready. Let’s boogie, as you say.”
To my astonishment, she actually towed me out to the dance floor with our interlaced hands over her head. Once we hit a clear spot she turned around and stopped dead in front of me. She looked unsure. She leaned forward and whispered as loud as she could in my ear.
“I’ve never really danced before, except playing around. I want to, but could you show me?”
I answered by taking her arms and putting them around my neck, my hands on her hips. I started swaying us swiftly with the upbeat music.
The song was ‘Kids’ by MGMT.
She seemed to like it and was receptive to me leading her. One of her hands even went up into my barely there hair once when we were jostled by another dancer and she turned to apologize to them. I could have died right then and been a happy man. I loved it when girls rubbed my head.
I followed her, as I had been instructed to do – though I would have anyway – to the bathroom and stood outside the door. A couple of other completely wasted girls came out before Lillian. One of them pulled her friend to a stop in front of me by her arm. She was typical hot girl type; long jet black hair, tight, red v-neck tank with a generous show of cleavage – no doubt paid for by Daddy’s money – and a short skirt leaving nothing to the imagination.
“Hey, there,” she said.
“Hello, ladies.”
“Waiting for someone?”
“‘Fraid so.”
“Aww. It’s just not fair.” She made huge pout lips. “I’m looking for someone to play with.”
Back in the day, I would have jumped on that faster than you could say ‘go’. Not that this girl was anything spectacular, but I had low standards. Pretty much any invitation was honored as acceptable but now, I was ashamed of the way I used to behave. When on leave from the Marines, and sometimes during my deployment, I was a bit of a skeeze when it came to women. I was a partier, a clubber, an anything where there were girls and beer, kind of guy. Drowning my sorrows from the loss of my mom, early in the year that I signed up, and the subsequent mental descent of my dad.
I hated that about myself. I hated that that was who I used to be, who I became to escape my problems. If the Lighters hadn’t come and shaken everything up, I had no doubt I’d still be that person.
“Sorry, girls, I’m all taken,” I answered her back and saw the familiar challenge in her glassy gaze.
“Are you sure,” she asked and let her finger drift down my chest, “because I can be really persuasive,” she said and tried for seductive, but she wobbled on her heels.
“Sorry, not gonna happen,” I said as I removed her finger.
She hmmphed and was promptly carted away by her friend before she could embarrass herself even more, to which I was grateful. Lillian came out mere seconds after the girls left.
“I heard that, you know,” she said, smirking.
“Did you?”
“Yep. I’m sorry if I’m ruining your game,” she said and looked like she was trying not to laugh.
“No way, that’s not possible. I’m always on my game. Besides, I don’t go for girls like that anymore.”
“What? Pretty girls?”
“She was not pretty. She was . . .fake. She could be pretty, but you shouldn’t have to work so hard at it, I think.”
“Aww, that poor girl probably spent hours putting on that garb just to have you turn her down.”
“She’s not my type. Just so you know, I’m one of those cliché guys that prefer blondes,” I said, leaning in to whisper.
She smiled up at me, rolled her eyes playfully at my obvious line, and tucked her hair behind her ear. I took her hand and eagerly towed her back to the dance floor.
“So, how do you like this thing called dancing?” I asked after a couple songs.
To my dismay, they were now playing Katy Perry’s ‘California Gurls’.
“I love it! It’s fun even if you hate the song!”
Ah, my dream girl.
“Yep. Told you you’d have fun with no intervention needed.”
“You were right. Why I ever doubted you, sugar puss, I’ll never know!” she said and laughed as I swung her around in a tight circle once, pulling her tighter to me.
“Sugar puss?” I quirked a brow at her.
“Yeah, sugar puss. You don’t like it? How about sugar daddy? No, that one’s no good. That will ruin your reputation and mine.” I laughed but she kept going. “Hmm, how about sweetie pie? Is that good enough for your manliness to handle?”
“I like sweetie pie just fine. And you, you will be my lovely.”
“I like it. It’s sweet and true all at the same time,” she joked.
I laughed and laughed at that woman. She had definitely come out of her shell and the tonic and smoke filled air weren’t to blame. She was just happy to feel human again. I realized, so was I.
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN – SHERRY
One Fine Day
“RICE AND BEANS,” I said to answer the question for the fifth time today about what we were having for dinner. Again.
People were getting anxious about meals, since they knew things were about to get scarce. Our garden was coming along, but still, it was worthy of some worry I guess. It could definitely be a problem if the garden took a turn for the worse. I hated to think about it actually.
We finished with making supper, and most everyone was done with their lessons, so I started to hand out bowls – bowls of rice and beans which people were not enthused about. What else was I supposed to do? We couldn’t eat like kings every night. We had to start eating more basic protein and filler meals. Even Merrick agreed with me that I was doing the right thing and of course Cain always went with whatever I said. It was his and my idea in the first place.
Merrick had Lily at the table with Calvin and Franklin. I took Margaret and Pap a bowl each since they were not getting around so good these days.
“Thank ya, Sherry, honey. You sure are a sweet girl to an old lady,” she said.
“Oh, come on now. I don’t see any old ladies here,” I said and she smiled at me warmly.
“Well, well. Rice and beans. Hot dog!” Pap shouted and took the bowl from me eagerly.
At least someone around here was excited about supper.
I turned to return to the kitchen but before I made it, a piercing noise cut through the bunker making everyone jump and be still, stunned.
A doorbell.
I ran to the stairs out of instinct, but Jeff already blurred there and beat me to it.
“No, Sherry, stay here. We’ll go check it out.”
Merrick, Simon, Max and Mitchell were there too in a flash.
“Us five will go,” he shouted louder. “Everyone else stay put, we’ll be right back.”
They picked up their pointy weapon of choice from the bin on their way out. Merrick passed me on his way up the stairs and touched my cheek.
 
Stay here, Sherry, I mean it.
 
“Of course. Since when do I disobey orders?”
He cocked a brow at me and smiled.
 
Love ya, honey.
 
“Love you. Be careful, promise?”
 
Always.
 
Then he was gone with the rest of them. Hmmm. Who was working the store? It wasn’t Margo, it wasn’t her turn. It was . . .Susan’s. She had asked to alternate that job since she didn’t like being in the bunker with Polly nor Piper.
We were still selling off our old inventory. We weren’t allowed to purchase anything else to add to it and once it was gone, you were through. The new law enforcement had passed that decree along, sealing our fate. The need warehouses were so close to opening, and then our store cover story would really be over with.
But how did Susan know about the doorbell? I guess they taught her about that when they showed her how to run the store.
When I looked around though I see her, sitting with Frank by the record player. So, who was up there? I kept looking around and there was no Margo in sight. Huh. I guess she was in the store after all.
I began my worrisome pace.
I hated it. I hated it when they went out, especially for something like this. I decided my pace could be used to pick up dishes instead of doing nothing so I did that, too.
“What happened? ”I turned to see Marissa, scowl firmly in place.
“The bell rang. They went to check it out.”
“By ‘they’ you mean Merrick and Jeff. They always do this. Why can’t they take turns running this place like everybody else? Someone else can take suicide duty for a while,” she said flirting with bitterness.
“Everyone looks up to them. I know it’s not fun for us, but these people need someone to look to when things happen or it’ll be chaos around here. Besides. Merrick has that look he does, and you know Jeff has that commanding voice. You just have to do what he says.”
“Thanks, Sherry,” she said and smiled sadly. “I know you don’t like it anymore than I do, but thanks for trying to make me feel better anyway.”
“Come on, pace with me.”
She laughed as I laced our arms and we walked back and forth and around the furniture, picking up dishes and cups everyone had left in their haste of the doorbell incident.
“All we can do is wait for them to come back. Hey, who was in the store?”
“Margo. Margo’s always in the store,” she said and rolled her eyes.
“But I thought it was Susan or Paul’s turn?” I ask.
“It was but Susan wasn’t feeling well and Paul . . .I’m not sure what happened with that. I just know that Margo was working it today.”
“She works too much.”
“Yeah, but she likes it. She’s still a little freaked out by all this stuff. You know she doesn’t allow Celeste to talk to her about her gift? If you pay attention, she doesn’t even like to be alone with the Keepers either. Heck, she refuses to be alone with me, though I guess she has good reason.”
Marissa’s face showed she thinking of the time she used her Muse’s Wrath to compel me to find Katie, Paul and her sister’s family. It led to excruciating pain and complete drainage of my energy for a few days.
“Oh, no, it can’t be that bad. She loves Kay. They talk all the time.”
“Yeah but that’s only because Kay saved their life. Kay is Celeste’s Keeper. The rest of them, she’s never talked to. Think about it.”
As I did think about it I realized she was right. Maybe she was scared of them.
“That’s sad. Why does she feel the need to be that way?”
“I think she just doesn’t like that others have more power. We could hurt people and no one could stop us, you know. Some people can’t handle that they aren’t in control of their own lives anymore.”
“I can see that, but the Keepers are here to help and you all have risked your lives for us. The Keepers came all the way here from their perfect home to be right here with us during all this.”
“Hey, you’re preaching to the choir.”
We rounded up all the dishes and piled them up in the kitchen sink. It wasn’t our turn to do them and I was beat and worried so, for once, I left them where they were and went back to worrying over my husband.
They had been out there for almost half an hour and no one had come or gone from the bunker since. I wanted so badly to wrench open that door and peek out the back.
All of a sudden Kay shot up out of her chair looking stricken. She blurred to the trap door, followed by Ryan who came blurring out of the back room. As if he sensed us watching, he turned quickly before heading up.
“Don’t come up, Sherry. Stay here.”
Why does everyone always say that to me? Then he blurred up the stairs after grabbing a golf club out of the bin.
Then it hit me, what must be happening. The Keepers outside called to them in their minds and told them they needed help. Oh, no. Suddenly Kathy – Franks Keeper, Ann – Katie’s Keeper, and Patrick – Laura’s Keeper – came rushing to the stairs and stood there conversing silently. Then Patrick rushed up and outside while the other two, slammed the trap door shut, locked it, and stood as if to take guard.
I gasped as I realized with conviction that something horrible was going on outside. I ran up to question Kathy.
“What? What’s happening?” Others had noticed the commotion and were crowding around, too.
“I need you all to go to the back room, the storage room, and lock the door. Now,” Kathy tried to speak with authority but her voice cracked with emotion, giving her away.
Susan stepped forward. “Kathy, tell us.”
“You don’t need to know. It would just upset you.”
“Don’t say that, it just makes it worse! Tell us, please,” I begged.
She sighed and then spoke. “It’s bad outside. From what I can see in the others minds, the Lighters lured them into a trap. They are everywhere. I was told to stay and guard you. Now go to the stock-”
“No!” I yelled at the same time that Marissa yelled, “No way!”
“You’ll be safest in the stock room. Now go.”
“Like hell I will! That’s our family out there!” Marissa yelled and went to shove Kathy out of the way.
“I was told to-” Kathy tried again and blocked the way.
“I don’t care! We do things differently around here. I’m not your Special and you have no authority over me. Now move. Jeff is out there. I’m going to him and you can’t stop me.”
“Me, too. Danny!” I yelled knowing he’d want to help us. Merrick was out there. Our family was out there and Kathy was still hung up on the ‘protect the Specials at all cost’ bit?
He came running around from the kitchen and I quickly filled him in. Everyone else was there too and Miguel practically lifted Kathy and placed her to the side as we all grabbed whatever we could find as a weapon and ran up the stairs.
But of course, I didn’t make it far. “Sherry, no,” Miguel said and placed a hand on my shoulder to stop me as everyone else ran by us.
“Not you, too!” I yelled. I couldn’t help it. “Miguel, that’s my family out there!”
“I know, mine too, but that’s also your family in there.” He nodded towards the trap door. “Lily and the rest of them that can’t come, they need you to stay here with them, not to mention the fact that you’re still in a walking cast. I promise you, I’ll bring them back.”
I knew who he meant by ‘them’ and I knew he was right about someone needing to stay and I felt a ping of guilt for forgetting Lily was napping and Calvin and others were still oblivious to the drama from their back rooms.
I let out a frustrated groan and sighed as I fought back angry tears.
“Ok,” I grabbed his shirt collar, “bring them back. And bring yourself back, too.”
“I will. Go and lock the door.”
I slinked my way quickly back down the trap door and stairs, slamming the door and bolting it home.
Then I walked backwards until my back hit the wall. I slid down until I sat on the floor, drawing up my legs and buried my face in my hands on my knees to wait; wait for someone to come to that door and knock, wanting back in.
Or wait for no one to knock and know that all my family was dead.
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN – MERRICK
Love = Battlefield
HOW IT HAPPENED was a little too much coincidence, too much precision. I wondered if they caught on to us because of the flyer or maybe the extra traffic coming our way. Whatever the reason, they came and they brought an army.
A fleet of only, from what I counted, ten Lighters, but at least twenty Markers were hovering, plotting, waiting for us when we exited the store. Somehow, they tricked Margo into ringing the bell.
She was too freaked and locked herself in the bathroom of the store and wouldn’t come out, not even for us.
We came out into the dark and saw them, lined up and ready, waiting for us. It wasn’t until we’d gotten closer that we felt the presence of the Markers above us. It was eerily a copy of that day that we went to save Sherry and Cain from the caves. Except this time, there was no prize to collect. This was just a hunting party and they were looking to kill.
Once we got into the thick of it and realized we were in trouble, I called the other Keepers to come and some to stay and guard the others, but it was too late. The Markers descended on us and chaos came in a fury.
Amazingly, after twenty minutes of fighting we still hadn’t lost anyone but we were wearing down and they were just getting started. I started to feel the burn of fear and dread. I wanted Sherry. I wanted her like nothing ever before, just to touch her one more time. Could I remember exactly what her hair felt like in between my fingers? I didn’t know for sure. But I didn’t want to die without knowing.
I didn’t want to die period but here it came.
I staked a Marker who swooped and tried to claw my back, then turned and was punched in the jaw by a Lighter. A smug Lighter who took pleasure in sacrificing his Marker brother for his own diversion.
As he peeked in my mind I saw his as well, as we went round and round. I saw that they had no idea we were here. It was just chance that they came upon the store. When Margo was questioned she looked them in the eye and couldn’t keep her thoughts blank. She tried, I saw that, but she couldn’t and told them all about us in her mind.
That was why she was in the bathroom. She knew what she did and felt responsible. The Lighter who questioned her let her go ring the bell instead of kill her then because he knew it would alert us. Then he called the others and the rest of the story was playing out right in front of me.
Even if we died, as long as we killed them off, they wouldn’t know the rest of them were here. They’d be safe.
No sooner I thought that, I heard a commotion behind us, yelling and screaming coming from the store. I turned in horror, thinking the Lighters had gotten into the bunker, but no.
It was them; the Specials and not specials coming to our rescue, weapons drawn and battle faces plastered. A couple, Celeste and someone else I couldn’t see, positioned themselves with spotlights beamed our way by the door.
Immediately the rest of them started using their gifts and I could see what genius Miguel was thinking by letting them use their gifts and defense lessons at the same time.
The Lighter I was fighting was so lost in awe at the crowd of people running towards us that I stabbed him before he could recover.
I turned to see Danny.
 
No!
 
That was my first thought, my conscience screamed in agony for my charge, but then I remembered Danny wasn’t little Danny anymore. Danny was a Special with gifts and he was using them. He would duck and concentrate and kick, all at the same time and the amazing thing was . . .he was bringing them down. He’d already brought down two Lighters in the minute he’d been out here, all by himself.
I searched for Sherry, knowing I’d see her stubborn behind out there too, because everyone we knew seemed to come out of that door, but no, I didn’t see her and I was truly thankful.
We battled and continued to. It was really late and we raged on. Lighters went down with astonishing ease but Markers were worse for fighting, harder to get a handle on.
Miguel and I worked together on a Lighter, him coming at it from behind. I worked my stake through his neck, strikingly close to Miguel’s face but he didn’t seem to be worried. He trusted me. I turned to see the others working together, the Specials and Keepers fighting beside each other. Kay was keeping the Lighters away from the door and Celeste. Also, Racine was guarding Josh as they worked together, circling back to back.
Even though we all watched and looked out for each other now, looking after your own personal Special was still a hard habit to break. Shockingly hard. I even found myself glancing to and inching towards Danny every five seconds as if my feet moved on their own accord.
And when I turned back, I saw it. I saw it before it happened, as it was happening. I yelled to him, Mitchell, in his mind but it was too late.
The Marker grabbed Mitchell by his pant leg and lifted him in the air, him flailing upside down. I ran towards them, followed them as they flew. I tripped over something and when I looked down . . .
It was a body.
Aaron.
The man who punched me when they came that first night and thought I was hurting Sherry in this very back yard and at dark too. As much as it hurt to see him there I climbed back up and kept running to Mitchell, but as I looked up I saw how high they were . . .and then the Marker dropped him. A planned strategy.
There was no way he could survive. No way.
As I blurred I heard the sickening thud his body made as he crunched and slammed to the ground just as I made it, too late. His body visibly bounced on the hard dirt before settling still and lifeless.
I reached for him to check his body for a pulse and was not surprised when I found none. When I touched him his neck moved unnaturally to the side, twisting sickly, showing me that it was broken and there was no more life in his body. Ah, Mitchell. He would never have a human life. There would be no After for him either.
Mitchell was dead.
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN – LILLIAN
We Got A Hot One
“OK, FOLKS. IT’S time for ‘Kissed or Dissed’. You have one minute,” the DJ said over the loud speaker.
“What does that mean?” I asked Cain.
“Well, this club does this thing where when they give you the signal you have one minute to find someone to kiss. Whoever, when the minute is over, doesn’t have someone has to get up on stage and sing.”
“That sounds so juvenile.”
“It is, but it’s tradition,” he joked. “Besides, don’t worry. You have someone to kiss.”
I gasped slightly involuntarily. “What?”
“Are you gonna sing? Cause I sure ain’t.”
“Ten seconds,” the DJ yelled. “Judges, get ready to be on the lookout.”
“Ok, ok, I’m not singing either. I just want you to know how stupid this is,” I said even as he came closer.
“Stupid or not, if we want to stay and get what we need, we’ve gotta play along. Besides, lovely, we kiss drunk all the time anyway, right?”
I smiled at his willingness to play my game. “Right, sweetie-”
He cut me off as the DJ yelled time with his lips on mine. I wasn’t sure of the rules of the game, if it was supposed to be a peck or if it was timed but Cain was not taking chances. Or maybe he was just enjoying himself.
His lips were warm and commanding and he kissed me long and hard and good; more deeply than Mitchell had and more skillfully than Michael ever had. His hands were on my waist, pulling me toward him, closer. Then one came up to snag the nape of my neck so he could have complete control.
Fireworks.
As cliché and girly and silly as that sounded, that was how it felt. It was everything I hadn’t felt with Mitchell that I had wanted to. I was on fire, burning from the inside out, anxiously anticipating his next move.
His lips gently parted mine and that was all it took to completely shatter any lingering resistance. My hands were somehow around his neck, but I couldn’t remember putting them there. I didn’t remember pulling him closer either, but there I was doing it. He had the most fascinating tongue that flicked instead of caressed against mine and I loved it.
For a second I felt cheap. I’d just kissed Mitchell a week ago. I mean, it was not like we were committed or anything, but still . . . It was all so confusing.
Feelings.
I liked Cain, too. Jeez. I was a feelings prostitute!
Then, after what was only actually mere seconds he pulled back slightly and looked down at me. His eyes were bright and locked onto mine, his breaths were uneven and slightly ragged.
“Well.” He cleared his throat. “Wow, that was . . .uh . . .”
I wondered if he had felt what I felt.
“Yeah,” I said licking my lips, but regretted it when I saw his eyes follow it then shoot back up to mine. “So, is that it? Contest over?”
He smiled cockily. “Yeah, I’d say we held out long enough.”
“Oh, well, good.” I saw them drag some poor drunk-out-of-her-mind girl up on stage to be humiliated because her boyfriend was in the bathroom. “Do you want to get another drink.?I don’t particularly want to see this.”
“Yes. Let’s,” he said and grabbed my hand to pull me behind him to the bar.
I was starting to question and doubt everything. I’d spent some time with Mitchell this week, just talking. He hadn’t tried anything and honestly, I hadn’t felt compelled to either. But. How could I have been so blind to Mitchell’s feelings for me? How come I liked him but not as much as he did me? How come the age thing didn’t bother me? Is it because I didn’t actually think it would go anywhere? How come I’d known Mitchell for months and Cain only for a week but my feelings for him were so intense already? How could I have feelings for two people at the same time? How come Cain’s kisses were so electric?
“So, you’re still having fun then?” he asked me once we reached the bar.
He held up two fingers to the bartender to tell him two more.
“Yes, a lot. I have to say, I love dancing. It’s a shame Michael and I never-” I stopped myself but it was too late. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up . . . I’m sorry.”
I felt so terrible, not only for bringing up my dead husband, but also for thinking about him and Mitchell as well. Cain wasn’t thinking about Sherry was he? Or maybe . . . Was that why he kissed me like that?
He pulled me back to look at him with a finger under my chin. “Hey, it’s ok. I can’t really be mad at you for thinking about your husband. Besides, you were going to say you wished you done this with him, right? There’s nothing wrong with that. Happy remembrance is ok, it’s sad pining that we are against tonight.”
“Thanks.” I had to ask. “So, you’re not thinking about Sherry, then?”
He looked at me thoughtfully for a few moments, cocking his head slightly. Then the bartender slid us our drinks and I followed him away from the bar once more. Once we were settled against the wall somewhere he returned to my question without my prompting.
“You think I kissed you, pretending you were Sherry,” he said and once again stared at me with a thoughtful gaze.
I decided to be truthful. “Yes.”
“No.” He took my glass from me, setting it somewhere behind him and then turned me to look at him full on, his hands still on my shoulders. “For one thing, your kissing stands on its own without any help from my fantasies. Believe me.”
“Ok,” I answered, not sure if I believed him yet or where he was going with it.
“Second thing, you are a gorgeous creature. I was lucky to be the one kissing you in here tonight.”
I wanted to roll my eyes at him, but he was dead serious.
“Third.” I realized he had a penchant for numbered list. “I have to get over Sherry, I know that. What better way to do that than be here with you and only you.” He must have seen my brow crinkle because he held up his hand and continued. “I’m not saying we’re an item or anything. Don’t run for the door, honey, all right? I’m just saying . . .you’re sweet and fun and beautiful. I want to get to know you more, that’s all.”
I relaxed at his words. “That sounds perfect,” I said.
He smiled, then I smiled and I even welcomed the tentative hand on my waist he used to steady himself as he leaned back to get our drinks from the table.
Then we heard the PA system blare a sharp whistle and all went silent as the conversations halted. Cain whispered that the rally must be about to start.
I took a flyer from a cute, young, blonde, teenage girl passing them out. Cain didn’t even glance up at her, which gave me a boost of confidence. I read the flyer and it stated the same thing as the flyer above the stage basically. That we would be nowhere without our leadership and needed to bow down to the new Taker. Of course they didn’t call him that, they called him Savior.
Sickening.
It said his name was Malachi and he would be residing in the former Mayor’s house not far from here. I showed it to Cain and he read it over my shoulder.
“Dang,” he whispered. “That’s the same place the last once lived, or headquartered anyway. That’s where we had to go to get Lily and Calvin.”
I remembered the story and gasped.“Why is he here, so close? What’s here that would make him stay here out of all places?”
“I’m afraid to ask. Sherry probably.”
“Oh, no, I forgot about that. You think?”
“I don’t know any other reason. Maybe because they have such a big following here. It’s huge here compared to other areas.”
“Hmm.”
I thought about what he said. I looked around and watched the others. I could see a Lighter – no, two Lighters in the back – and it made my skin scrawl to think about them being so close. How hard was it for them to be here in a room full of humans and not want to kill us? Course, they probably did want to.
A man took the stage. He must be an enforcer or something. I’d never seen one before. I listened intently, as did Cain.
“Welcome! Welcome! We are so pleased that you could come tonight. I know you are enjoying yourself and we’ll let you get back to it, but first, we want to make sure you understand and know who to thank, not only for this party, but for your freedom as well. Malachi is not only a savior but he’s a leader. A leader who has suffered just like the rest of us but had now has the political power to end our suffering. The Keepers may hold our moon hostage, but they will not hold us!”
His crescendo was perfect for the full effect and let the crowd scream in acceptance. They gave people who had testimonies a chance to speak. And they did, by the piles. We stood there for almost forty five minutes just listening to their stories.
Finally the man was escorted away by the Lighters and the rally ended. They cranked the music back up and the dance floor filled quickly. I glanced at my watch, it was 12:45.
“We’re gonna have to leave soon,” I stated and bit my lip.
“Yep. I was just thinking that. But you owe me a last dance, remember?”
“Yes, I do. And I’m happy to do it. I’ve had a lot of fun. So much more than I thought possible in the circumstances. I know I won’t get to do this again so . . . thanks, Cain.”
“It was my pleasure, lovely,” he said and kissed the backs of my fingers before taking me to the dance floor.
Keane was playing. I couldn’t remember the name of the song but pretty soon it didn’t matter. Cain had been waiting for a slow song to come on so he could play the ‘last song’ card on me. I knew it. He knew I knew it. It still didn’t matter.
He once again wrapped my arms around his neck and placed his hands on my hips. He swayed me slowly and I let him lead me easily. The song was sweet and melodious. He was an incredible dancer and a great lead. He didn’t jostle me around; he pushed and pulled with the right amount of force to smoothly transition in the steps and sways.
“You really got the hang of this tonight,” he said, his breath on my ear and neck as he talked over the music.
“Thanks, you’re a good lead.”
“What?” he asked and I had to lean in more.
“I said you’re a good lead.”
“Oh. Thanks. My mom made me take lessons when I was in middle school.”
“Really? Aww, how cute,” I said and smiled to goad him jokingly.
“Ah no. Not cute, torturous. But I guess it paid off in the end. I got you to dance with me,” he said and winked.
I felt myself blush and tried to breathe it off. “Yep, definitely paid off. I think she’d be proud if she were here.”
I meant it as a joke, but my voice dropped to almost a whisper when I said it. He looked at me for a moment then spoke. I didn’t know where his family was or what happened to them.
“I doubt that. She wanted me to be a lawyer. Fight crime from the inside not with guns. She wasn’t exactly happy with me for joining the military.”
“Really? Did you have a good relationship with her before that?”
“Yeah – well, no. But she uh . . .” He looked uncomfortable and cleared his throat. “She killed herself when my dad left her and I joined up. Then my dad kind of got a little . . .messed up after that. He died the next year.”
I understood what the undercurrent meant. “It wasn’t your fault.”
“I know, I guess. It just sucks not being there for her. She thought we abandoned her. I couldn’t leave Afghanistan, and my dad . . . Well, I won’t poison those delicate ears of yours with foul language, so let’s just call him an ass…as in a donkey.”
I laughed and he seemed like he was in a lighter mood and I was glad. I was sorry to bring up a sore subject. “Well, thanks for the consideration.”
“So, anyway, now I work at a diner.” He laughed. “My mom’s whole ambition was for me to be some rich lawyer and I serve coffee to truckers and townies.”
“Well, a diner is kind of like a courtroom,” I teased.
“Ha, ha, ha.” He tickled my ribs, as I was so ticklish, and grabbed me up when I squirmed laughing into his shoulder. “You’re a funny girl.”
“Well, my mom wanted me to be a preacher so, you get no sympathy from me. She was very disappointed in my homemaker lifestyle.”
“Wow. Well, you got me beat on that one. Why did she want that?”
“My dad was a preacher.” He looked slightly shocked so I changed the subject. “So, how old are you anyway?”
“Twenty six.”
“That’s not too bad. Mitchell is thirty nine, you know.”
“What? That’s ancient! And you’re twenty one? He’s a grandpa!”
“No he’s-” I stopped. “We aren’t supposed to be talking about them.” I made a motion of zipping my lips. “You’ll have to keep reminding me.”
“I got no problem with that, lovely. Now how exactly should I keep your mind off of it?” he asked and ran a finger down my cheek. “Man, you’re skin is so soft,” he whispered against my other cheek.
I was frozen in his arms as he continued to sway us even though I stayed silent.
All too soon the song ended and he reluctantly released me and stepped back. “Ready to get out of here?” he asked.
“Not really. But yeah,” I answered.
 
We grabbed two of everything that was free on our way out. We had t-shirts, mugs, stickers, posters, hand held fans, buttons, even car air fresheners, everything with the Taker on them. Not like we’d use it but we needed to look enthusiastic and also, these things might come in handy for future scouting and spying.
We drove home and talked about nothing and everything. The best part was that he didn’t once mention Sherry and I didn’t once think about Michael. Not Mitchell either.
Maybe I should have thought about him though, as Cain played with my fingers on the middle seat between us, I wasn’t bold enough to scoot myself to the middle, and we chatted about past jobs and favorite bands. He told me all about his military stint.
Whatever happened, I refused to feel guilty. I was young and the world was ending. I should have a few inches of running room.
~ ~ ~
As we pulled into the store parking lot, seven minutes until 2:00 a.m., he parked us under the awning at the back shed. It was so dark out and I was a little freaked. I looked around warily.
He grabbed a big black flashlight from behind the seat and pulled me out of the driver’s side behind him and then shut the door. We didn’t walk yet. He was looking at me in an intense way that made me forget all about being scared of the dark.
“Lillian? Would you mind if, since we aren’t inside yet, technically we’re still party friends, right?”
“Uh, yeah.”
“And you had fun being old friends tonight, right?”
“Yeah, absolutely.”
“And drunken party friends can still kiss, right?”
His voice was low and rumbling and I heard my breath catch as I fought to steady my voice. “We’re not drunk, Cain.”
“You didn’t answer my question,” he breathed.
I licked my lips again subconsciously and once again regretted it as I saw his eyes watching me intently. He probably thought I was doing it on purpose to taunt him. “Um.”
He didn’t give me a chance to answer, but I didn’t push him away. Oh, goodness . . . He was so good at this.
This kiss was even more skillful, if possible, than the first. More intent was involved. He pushed me gently against the truck side and pressed me there, under the cover of the shed. His hand moved in my hair, massaging the back of my scalp and playing with and rubbing the curls that had turned flat from Celeste’s earlier makeover.
My hands had nowhere to go but his hips, which were extremely lean compared to his muscular shoulders. He was gentle, but I could tell he wanted more. He was probably used to getting more from girls back in his day, before all this.
I let him kiss me for as long as I could take it. When I felt my breaths coming so shallow it was unbearable I pulled back and gasped out my breaths. He laid his forehead on mine and sighed. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, “my lovely, you are just too incredible to resist.”
“Well,” I chuckled breathlessly, “I think we better go inside before I don’t ever want to go back.”
He laughed and looked up at me ruefully. “If only that were true.”
“It kind of is. I had fun. Thank you. Anytime you need another accomplice, you know where to find me.”
“You got it, babe,” he said softly and my heart flipped so big and loud, I was sure he could tell, but he just watched me with a look of . . .what? Wonder? Amazement? Maybe he thought I had been too far gone with Mitchell already and now . . .
“Alright, you. Ready?” he asked as he pushed off the truck and me.
“Ready.”
He held my hand as we walked back. Our fingers laced, his other hand holding the flashlight, guiding our path. As we got closer to the back door, I started to see some dark spots in the tan sand that we stepped on.
“Cain, what is that?” We looked closely. The sand had footprints everywhere and those dark spots. I gasped.
“It’s blood,” he growled anxiously.
He pulled me faster to the door and locked it behind us. He knocked and when they let us in I knew something was really wrong.
Sherry was still up. Everyone was up. What in the world? They were crying, some were furious.
“Lillian,” Sherry started then stopped to take a breath and stifle what looked like tears about to come. “Lillian, Mitchell . . .”
Cain still had my hand and was standing next to me. I felt his fingers tighten on mine.
“What is it, Sherry?” he asked her, but stayed where he was.
I thought for sure with the way she was so distraught he would have gone to her immediately, but he stayed by me and held my hand tight.
“Aaron and Mitchell. They . . .” she tried again, but stopped again.
Merrick came up behind her and placed his hands on her shoulders. “Lillian,” Merrick said to me, “we had a run in tonight. Mitchell . . . Mitchell’s dead. I’m very sorry.”
Sherry pulled herself away from Merrick and hugged me tightly.
“I’m so sorry, Lillian,” she said and pulled back quickly to retreat to Merrick’s arms.
“Honey, Lily’s up,” he said glancing over his shoulder and rubbing her back. “Lillian, I’m sorry,” he said softly and glanced quickly at Cain before leading Sherry away.
Cain immediately turned to hug me to him, pressing my face into his neck and whispering in my ear while his arms encircled me, but I could only make out half of what he said.
“Lillian, I’m so sorry . . .let me take you to . . .some rest . . .we’ll talk . . .get you some water . . .sweetheart, talk to . . .be alright?”
Then I couldn’t hear him anymore. I was numb and frozen.
Mitchell, my best friend, was dead.
I was out partying and kissing another guy, knowing how he felt about me, and he was here, dying.
Mitchell was dead.
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN – SHERRY
Only In Dreams
I PICKED LILY up and hugged her to me as she ran from her room in her long t-shirt with pink and purple hearts. Everyone was upset and she woke up in all the commotion.
“Shawwy, what’s wong? Why you cwying?”
I didn’t realize I was.
“It’s ok, baby, let’s get you back to bed.”
As I slipped her through the crowd, holding her head to my shoulder so she didn’t see the bloodied and bruised people all around, I turned just once to look at Lillian.
Cain was just then sweeping her up off her feet into his arms and taking her towards her hall. She lay limp in his arms and his grim gaze met mine for a few seconds before I passed into Lily’s room.
“Lily, we have a lot of work to do tonight. You might hear some noises but everything is ok. I want you to stay in bed, ok? Promise me.” 
“I pwomise,” she said as she swiped her hair back from her face.
I pulled the hair band I had on my wrist off. I had forgotten to put her hair up before bed. I twisted up a quick ponytail for her and she laid down, searching sleepily for her doll. I put Joy in her grasp and slid out quietly.
Then I practically ran to Lillian’s hall, I knew her room was on it somewhere, though I still didn’t know exactly which one.
I found Cain in the hall creeping out of a room closing the door.
“Cain,” I whispered.
He straightened and immediately pulled me in for a tight hug and spoke into my hair.
“Are you alright? What the – What happened, Sherry?”
I explained everything to him, just as Merrick had told me what happened when they finally came back down that hatch.
“The Lighters were here. They tricked Margo into ringing the bell and sending some of the Keepers out. They were outnumbered.” I started to cry again and we slumped to the floor in the hall.
My heart ached for my gruff rescuer, Aaron, who thought he saved me from Merrick that day in the yard, and poor Mitchell.
“Go on, Sherry, what happened?” Cain said as he rubbed my arm.
“It was just like that day, when we went to the cave. Markers were everywhere. They called the other Keepers to come help and left one to stay with us and told us to hide in the storage room. That’s when we knew it was bad,” I choked on a sob. “So we ran out to help, all of us, well – all of them. Of course I wasn’t allowed to go. I never am,” I said and could practically taste the bitterness, but I knew it was just the anger talking. “So, Danny and the rest of them ran out to help but the Lighters took Aaron out first thing and a Marker got Mitchell not long after. They eventually cut all the Lighters down and either killed or ran off the Markers. They were out there for an eternity it felt like. Everyone else is ok just a little . . .banged up. Margo is still locked in the bathroom in the store. She refuses to come out. Celeste has been up there with her since they got back in, trying to coax her out.”
“Oh, man. If I’d been here, I could have helped,” Cain said and leaned his head back on the wall.
“No, you would’ve just gotten hurt, too. How’s Lillian?”
“She’s in shock. She won’t talk.”
“It’s got to be hard on her to lose two people she cared about back to back like that.”
“Yeah,” he said gruffly. “I’ll stay with her.”
“Ok, I’ve got to go check on people. A few need stitches and stuff like that, including Merrick.”
“I’m glad Merrick made it, and Danny. I’m glad they’re ok.”
“Thanks. I’m glad you weren’t here though. And I’m glad Lillian wasn’t here either. This will probably sound stupid after all that but . . .how did it go tonight? Find anything useful?”
“It was fine. We got some things to give the Keepers to look at. Everything went fine,” he said softly and sat staring at the wall in front of us.
“Are you ok?” I asked, knowing none of us were.
“Yes. No. I don’t know, I feel guilty.”
“Cain, you couldn’t have-”
“I was having fun, Sherry.” He cut me off briskly and pinched the bridge of his nose. “We danced, we were laughing, we talked, we kis-” he tried to cut it off but it was too late.
“You kissed?” I asked softly, thinking back to what Lillian had said about liking Mitchell and feeling some confusion.
He hesitated then looked at me. “Yes. We kissed. While you were here fighting, we were out there dancing and kissing,” he said like it was disgusting.
I grabbed his face within my hands. “Enough, Cain. Everyone tries to take the blame for everything around here. This is not your fault. This is their fault, those filthy Lighters, and I’m sick of it. I’m sick of them making us feel like we didn’t do enough or we haven’t sacrificed enough already. We have sacrificed everything. All of us. Don’t feel guilty over a couple hours of fun when it wouldn’t have changed the outcome, even if you had been here,” I scolded firmly never letting him break my gaze.
“If you say so.”
“I do.”
“Sherry,” he breathed, “you’re too good to be true, you know that?”
“So I’ve been told,” I joked and pulled him in to hug me.
He squeezed me tightly around my waist and pressed his face into the crook of my neck as I sat on my knees in the hall with him. He smelled like a bar – smoke, beer and sweat – but surprisingly it kind of smelled good on him.
I felt him nuzzle my neck a little closer. I thought he was just getting more comfortable, but then he rubbed his face on my throat and I felt him inhale deeply, his arms tightening on my waist. I panicked for just a second, thinking he was drunk or grief stricken and about to do something he shouldn’t so I pulled back and asked questions instead.
“So, did Lillian enjoy herself at least? She needed a night out more than anyone I think.”
He cleared his throat and sat back, crossing his arms.
“Yeah, she seemed to.”
“So, did you kiss her or did she kiss you?”
He startled at my question and looked at the floor. “I guess it was me. It was a game we had to play at the club. Look, do you really want to talk to me about this?”
“Why not? Lillian won’t be any shape to tell me about it for a while and you’ve piqued my interest,” I smiled but he didn’t.
“I don’t really want to talk about kissing girls with you, Sherry.”
“Why not?”
“Because . . .I just don’t.”
“Are you sure you’re ok? Can I get you something?”
“I’m ok. I’m gonna go in and sit with Lillian, make sure she’s ok before hitting the sack.”
“I’ve got to go, too. I’m surprised Merrick hasn’t come looking for me yet. I need to find Danny.” I started to get up but looked back at him. He looked awfully sad or – I don’t know – something strange. “You’re sure you don’t need anything?”
“No, sweet girl, I don’t need anything,” he said and smiled sadly as he helped me from the floor.
“Ok.” I hugged him once more, because he looked like he really needed it. “You know I love you, Cain, right? I’m glad you were safe tonight.”
He blew out a long breath, blowing the hair at my neck. “I love you, too, Sherry.” He released me and stepped back. “G’night.”
He pushed her door open and went in without looking at me again, so I turned and swiftly made my way down the hall to the rest of my family. I still hadn’t seen Danny. Merrick told me he saw him go to the store with Celeste and that he was safe but he hadn’t been down yet and I so needed to physically touch him and know he was ok.
I saw Merrick leaning over Ryan so I walked over and put my hand on his back to let him know I was there.
“Piper! Enough!” he bit out and turned with a look of red hot fury, then noticed me and immediately backpedaled his anger, softening his face a little. “Oh, Sherry, I thought . . . Never mind. Can you help me here?”
“Sure, what do you need?” I said and looked down at Ryan. “You ok, Ryan?”
“It’s just a scratch,” he said and I stopped dead in my tracks.
“A scratch? What kind of scratch?” I absently rubbed my shoulder.
“Not that kind. I can’t be poisoned by them, Sherry.”
He knew I was talking about the Marker’s mark, when they scratch you to mark you so the Lighters can find you. If the mark isn’t burned you go into a coma. It was extremely painful, even now.
“Oh, good.” I turned back to Merrick. “What do you need me to do, babe?”
“Can you wrap this?” He handed me a gauze pack and pointed to Ryan’s leg, where they was a huge gash.
Not a scratch.
“Sure. Are you ok? You need to have your arm looked at.”
I noticed his shoulder was still bleeding and his shirt torn and red in more than one place.
“I’m fine. I’ll fix my arm in a minute. First Ryan. Then . . .you and I, we’ll talk later,” he said softly before heading off to someone else.
Before he walked off he turned and looked me pointedly in the eye and said something to me in my mind.
 
We’ll talk about Piper. And we’ll talk about you and Cain.
 
I jolted at what he said as he turned to walk away. Me and Cain? What did that mean? Piper? What did we have to talk about her for? And why did he bite my head off thinking I was her touching his back.
There was one Keeper who keeps causing problems around here and I’m about ready to stomp some black haired, nosy, interfering and careless Keeper behind.
I wrapped Ryan’s leg as instructed and he was a good, very non-whiny patient as always. The best kind.
I told him as much which he still apologized and tried to make it seem like he was being a baby to which I dutifully informed him that he was not.
After that I turned to survey the rest of them. Everyone was helping others or bandaging themselves or gone to bed by then, entirely exhausted, frustrated and sad.
Mike gone.
Trudy gone.
Aaron gone.
Mitchell gone.
A multitude of others, gone.
Though most didn’t know Mitchell that well yet, it still hurt to see others hurting over him. It sucked to lose people, especially so senselessly. What purpose did it serve? I wasn’t downplaying his sacrifice, absolutely not. He died trying to protect us and that was what I meant.
If this enemy, this nuisance in black and darkness, would just head home and stop this undeserved takeover of our planet, then Mitchell wouldn’t have felt the need to die for us. I was sick of it all.
In fact I began to wonder if ‘sweet Sherry’ was getting a little bitter. A little too much acid on my tongue, a little too many tears trailing out against my will, a little too much worrying and scrounging for some semblance of humanity and understanding. What if the next thing was the last straw? What if I couldn’t take it?
What if the final step was now and I was forever scarred, bitter and pissed?
I couldn’t think about that, as another woman who fought against a nonsensical takeover, Scarlett O’Hara, would say, I’ll think about that tomorrow.
 
Finally, finally, after my internal debate over my level of resentment was over, I saw Danny coming down the stairs. He was dirty, but otherwise intact and towing a tear streaked Celeste behind him.
“Danny,” I heard myself say and he looked up to meet my gaze.
I made quick strides to him and he engulfed me in his free arm.
“Danny! Why didn’t you come tell me you were alright? I’ve been worried sick about both of you!”
“I’ve been with Celeste up in the store. I asked Merrick to-”
“He did but hearing is not the same as seeing,” I chided and then turned to Celeste. “Is she ok? Margo?”
“She’s still refusing to come out,” Celeste said indignantly, wiping her eyes with her forefinger. “She’s being ridiculous and now I’ll get no sleep at all worrying about her.”
“Ah, she’ll be ok. Guilt is a big thing to handle.”
“She didn’t do anything wrong! She had nothing to be guilty about!” she yelled.
Celeste never raised her voice to me or anyone that I could remember. Sweet, easy going, prim, blonde, adorable Celeste just practically screamed at me, right there in front of everyone.
“Celeste,” I said softly and Danny started to say something, it looked like in my defense, but I cut him off with a hand up and spoke softer. “Sweetie, I know she didn’t do anything wrong, that’s what I’m saying. The guilt over something you think you did, but didn’t actually have any control over, is almost worse than if you had done it on purpose. I know.”
I was thinking, of course, about that day Cain and I got lured outside by the Lighter and tricked. Our family came to our rescue and by the end of the day, two of them had died. I was right there with Margo in the bathroom, feeling her guilt and shame. Not wanting to face anyone and see their looks of blame but worst of all, not wanting to see their looks of pity or absolution.
Celeste blanched ay my words, her blue eyes so bright against her pale skin and the angry red of her cheeks, her eyes rimmed and gleaming with frustrated tears.
She knew exactly what I was referring to. I could see it written all over her face. She glanced around self consciously at the faces who were watching us, watching her outburst.
“Sherry.” The tears fell again and she reached to hug me, jerking herself free from Danny’s grasp. She squeezed me tightly and her voice was muffled in my hair. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to yell at you. All you ever try to do is help I just . . .she’s being so stubborn and I don’t know what to do. I’m so sorry. Please forgive me.”
“There’s nothing to forgive. You’re upset, we all are. It’s been a bad day.” I pulled Danny to me with a hand on his arm and spoke quietly to them both as we huddled there. “I’m so glad you’re both ok. I was worried about you out there. I wish I could be more help, but . . . You’re safe now, that’s what matters. I love you guys so much. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
It was kind of comical. Me, short little me, being the motherly figure of this scenario, giving the ‘I’m so glad you’re home safe’ speech to two kids who had almost a foot of height on me. It was also ironic that before I would have gotten snorts and sarcasm from my brother but now . . .
“I love you, too, sis. I’m glad you always get stuck inside, that way, I don’t have to worry about you, too.”
He glanced at Celeste for a second and she gave him a little ‘we’ve talked about this’ look. I had wondered how he felt about her rushing out to the front lines, now I guess I knew. And I was proud of him for at least trying to protect her.
Celeste turned to hug me again.
“I love you too, Sherry. I’m sorry, again.” She rubbed her hands over her face and through her hair. “I’m not gonna sleep a wink. I’m going to get a pillow and head back up to sit by the door with her. Bye, Sherry. Thank you.”
“No problem.”
“I’m going to go with her,” Danny said quickly.
“You should. That’s what good boyfriends do.”
He smiled at me and rolled his eyes, tweaking my nose before he ran to catch up.
 
Merrick found me later in the kitchen. I was getting some things ready for the next day, food wise, chopping onions and measuring rice for soup.
Most everyone had turned in. It was incredibly late, or incredibly early I should say, almost five in the morning. I couldn’t go to bed by myself and didn’t want to look for Merrick, for some strange misplaced fear of what he wanted to talk about. Plus, I didn’t want to interfere with his duties of helping the others.
“Hey,” he said and stopped in the doorframe.
“Hey. How is everyone?” I asked as I wiped my hands on the dishtowel.
“Asleep finally. I went to our room but you weren’t there.”
“No, I didn’t want to go without you. I hoped you’d come get me when you were done.”
“Well, I’m done.”
“Ok. Let me just-”
“Sherry.” He waited for me to turn and look, and took a deep breath before he spoke again. “What’s going on with you and Cain?”
What? What did he mean? “I’m sorry?”
“You’re sorry you didn’t understand what I said, or you’re apologizing because you got caught?”
I felt my lips part in surprise and my eyes go wide. “What?”
“Just tell me. I’m a big boy, Sherry, I can take it. Just tell me why,” he said a little snidely and I almost choked on my answer.
“What?” I repeated.
“Why? Why would you do that? After everything we’ve been through, why this? Why now?”
“What?” I repeated because no other word would come to mind.
“You heard me, Sherry,” he growled and it was all I could do to not burst in tears right there from just hearing his tone alone.
He had never raised his voice or spoken to me with anything but love and concern. It seemed a lot of us were going through a raised-voice spurt these days. But this? He sounded cold and hurt. But I really had no idea what he was talking about. As I thought about it, the more I stayed silent the guiltier I looked, so I hurriedly spoke.
“Merrick, I really have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Yes, you do. I saw you,” he said tightly.
“You saw me? You saw me what?”
“Kissing Cain in the hall earlier.”
“What! I was in the hall with Cain earlier, but I absolutely was not kissing him!”
“I saw you!” he yelled back.
I ran through my mind; me sitting with Cain, then hugging Cain, Cain smelling my hair in drunken stupefied arousal. Maybe that looked like kissing from the back side of me. It was all I could come up with.
“I hugged Cain in the hall, like I always do. He was really upset for Lillian and feeling guilty for not being here. Maybe it looked like something it wasn’t from behind me, but-”
“I saw you! With my own eyes, not some skewed view of you. You and him. Kissing and wrapped around each other and about to do plenty more for everyone that came looking to see.”
“Merrick,” I squeaked. Was I drugged? Did I and just didn’t remember? Was Merrick drugged? “I didn’t! I promise you, I have no idea how you could have seen me do that. I didn’t kiss him!”
He stepped forward slightly, pushing off the wall, clenching his fist. I’d never ever seen him direct any anger of any kind at me and I was . . .terrified. Not that he’d physically hurt me, but that he could not want me anymore. For some reason, that thought had never crossed my mind until then.
“Enough. There’s no point in lying about it anymore,” he spurted loudly and then pushed me slightly, forcing me backwards by holding my arms until my back touched the wall.
He braced his hands on the wall by my head, caging me in, and I was wondering if I needed to retract the ‘not that he would physically hurt me’ thought. I was scared. I scrambled for a reasonable reply as the tears started to fall.
“Am I lying? Can’t you tell?” I replied softly.
He wavered for a second. I saw that maybe he could tell I wasn’t lying but wasn’t ready to give up yet. Somehow, he was convinced I had kissed Cain, and as human eyes went, you believed what you saw.
“I said, enough. I wasn’t the only one to witness it. Piper and Polly came and got me, said there was something I needed to see, something about you. They were with me in the hall when I found you there. Together,” he gritted his teeth at the word.
Then he cursed loudly and banged his fists on the wall by my head, making me squeak in surprise, before backing away from me.
I couldn’t believe how angry he was, and at me no less. I thought really hard about what could be going on. I moved a little closer, seeing his face twisted in anger and hurt, wanting to comfort him. He stepped back.
“Don’t. Don’t, Sherry. You think I’ll just cave under your kisses? I guess I always do when it comes to you, but not tonight. How could you do this to me? You know how much I love you, what I would do for you. Anything. So why?”
He said the last words so softly that it was almost worse than his yelling. He was just hurt now. Hurt and feeling betrayed. I wished that I could do or say something to just make this go away. I stayed put but spoke evenly and quietly.
“Merrick, look at me. You’re right, after all we’ve been through why would I do this? Why would I do this after I’ve spent so much time and effort in pushing away what everyone thought of me, of us, for being together just to throw all that away and be with a human after all. Why would I?”
“I saw you.”
“I know you did.” I forged on quickly so he wouldn’t think I was confessing. “At least you think you did, but I’m telling you, right here and now, I promise you, I didn’t do this. I have no reason to. You’re my life and I love you more than anything. Please, believe me.”
Without another word, he turned around and walked out. My Merrick, the man who came to earth to find me and be with me left me shaking, scared, crying and standing alone in the kitchen with a hole the size of Atlanta in my chest where my heart should be.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN – CAIN
Misery Loves Company
I WOKE UP in the morning, at least I assumed it was morning, to a scratching on my arm. I turned to find Piper. She’d come into Lillian’s room, where I still was, leaning against the wall sleeping.
“Piper?”
“Cain, you need to come with me. Sherry’s really upset.”
“What? What do you mean? Where’s Merrick?” I drawled sleepily and yawned.
“I don’t know but she looks like she really could use a friend. She’s in the laundry room.”
“Ok,” I said reluctantly, wondering why in the world this woman I barely knew was coming to get me to console Sherry. “I’ll go see her.”
“Good.” Then she got up and left, just like that.
I turned to see Lillian still asleep. I braced myself on the wall to drag myself up, stretching and squinting through the aches that would surely be there all day. Sitting on the concrete floor to sleep definitely did not do a body good.
As I walked through, I saw that people were out and bustling about so it must be morning. I had no idea what time I finally conked out, but it was well after four o’clock.
I pondered, as I shuffled my feet in a haze, the events of the previous night. I remembered feeling utterly torn while Sherry battled through her tears to tell Lillian about Mitchell. I had the hand I needed in mine and the one I wanted was just out of reach. I restrained myself. Sherry had Merrick, she always had Merrick and didn’t need nor want me, but as soon as I turned to Lillian and saw her devastated and ripped up expression, it all fell away but her. I couldn’t think of anything but making that pain go away, and there was nothing I could do about it but wrap her up and take her away from it all.
It was so confusing, all of it. Then later in the hall, when it was just Sherry and me, I couldn’t stop myself from letting the worry I felt for her take over and come out.
Stupid.
Just stupid.
If she hadn’t stopped me there was no telling what I’d have done. I knew what she smelled like, I dreamed about that smell an embarrassing amount but I let it overtake me in my relief and worry for her and grief for Lillian. She didn’t act suspicious. Probably just thought I was drunk or something. I wish I had that excuse.
It was like I was two separate people. When I was with Sherry, I wanted her. When I was with Lillian, I wanted her. When I was with them both, I couldn’t make up my frigging mind. How did this happen? How was it possible? You couldn’t love/like two people at once, could you?
Light bulb. I had to stay away from Sherry. No matter how much it hurt, that was all there was to it. After whatever this was that was wrong with Sherry and we got this Lighter attack resolved, that was exactly what I was going to do.
It wasn’t fair to Sherry.
It wasn’t fair to Lillian.
And it sure as hell wasn’t fair to me, to do that to myself.
I did find Sherry in the laundry room as Piper had said but I also saw something I didn’t expect to find in the cold concrete room.
Sherry was lying on a pallet in the corner on the hard floor, using a folded towel as a pillow and an old afghan thrown over her. She was crying, as Piper had said, and looked liked she’d been crying a lot.
“Sherry?” When she looked up her face twisted into a new round of tears as she tried to sit up. “Sherry, what’s the matter? What are you doing in here?” Then realization hit me as I looked at her makeshift bedding. “Sherry, did you sleep in here?” I asked and moved to kneel beside her.
“Yes. I had a fight with Merrick.”
This shocked me. Those two never fought and definitely not over something that would grant her being kicked out of their room, or maybe she left. That didn’t sound like her, she wasn’t one of those petty girls. “What kind of fight?”
“He thinks we . . .he said he saw . . .”
She couldn’t speak for sobbing and crying. I couldn’t help it. I pulled her to my chest to hug her and ground her. Finally, she got out what she was trying to say.
“Merrick thinks he saw us kissing – more than kissing – last night. I don’t know what’s going on.”
“What?”
“He said he saw us. Piper and Polly saw us too he said.” She sniffed and continued to shudder her way through the words. “They came and got him, to discover us.”
“But that’s ludicrous. We didn’t do-”
“I know!”
“Maybe they just thought we were, maybe they saw us hugging-”
“No, I already tried that defense. He said . . .we were wrapped around each other, pressed against the hall wall kissing and ready to . . .to do more. I don’t think they could mistake that.”
“Then what’s going on here?”
“That’s what I’d like to know,” Merrick’s voice said from behind me. I turned, unfortunately for us, with Sherry still damnable looking in my arms to see a very pissed off Merrick. “Piper comes to tell me that you’re upset in here, that maybe I’d been too hard on you last night and I should come check on you. I should have known what I’d find.”
“Merrick, this isn’t what it looks like.” Cursing myself over those cliché words, I extricated myself from Sherry, though it hurt to do so with her so upset and the one she wanted comfort from so unwilling to give it. “I was just-”
“I can see what you were just doing, Cain.”
Wow. Merrick. Was. Pissed.
He was really hurt. I guessed if I had Sherry, and I was sure she had been with some other guy, I’d be, too.
“Merrick, come on, this is me. This is Sherry. We wouldn’t do that to you, man.”
I stood up and Merrick straightened, crossing his arms over his chest and looking fiercely like he wanted to cause me physical pain.
“I know, that’s what makes all this so bad to begin with. You, Cain, of all people. You know how much I love her. You know how much she means to me. How much I-” He stopped and his anger faltered, for a second he looked like he could burst with hurt.
“Never, Merrick,” Sherry pleaded, standing up too and took a step forward but didn’t make a move to touch him. “I’d never do that to you. You know I love you! You give me everything I need. I wouldn’t do this to you.”
“I don’t belong here. I’ll let you two work this out,” I said and tried to make a break for the door but Merrick put his finger in my chest to stop me.
“No, I suggest you stay and comfort Sherry. I’ll leave,” he snarled and then pushed his finger just a little bit before letting it fall back down to his side.
Every military muscle in my body twitched with a need to hit something. I stayed my ground because hitting Merrick would solve absolutely nothing. And it was obvious he believed what he thought he saw.
“Merrick, please,” Sherry begged again desperately. I’d never seen her so distraught. “Please believe me. If you love, believe me. I didn’t do this.”
“Sherry, I don’t think I can believe or forgive you. One day, maybe. I have nowhere to go anyway, it’s not like I can leave. I want you to admit it. Admit what you did with Cain. I don’t even know how long it’s been going on.” He shook his head as if in defeat. “If you didn’t want to be with me anymore, you should have just said-”
Without warning Sherry lunged forward and grabbed his shirt front, snatching him towards her up on her toes and pulling him down to kiss him. Their lips met. He didn’t pull away but he was shocked. He stood completely still for just a few seconds. I could tell, she was putting all her love, all her everything, into this kiss like everything rode on it.
It hurt to watch, but I couldn’t look away.
His hands came out to his sides, but he didn’t touch her. It was like he was waging an internal war, he wanted to touch her but couldn’t. His fingers flexed and fist clenched and then loosened. Finally he touched her, but it was to push her away.
She almost fell back from the force behind it, and I had to stop myself from trying to catch her. I’m sure that would have gone over well.
“Stop, Sherry!” he yelled and even I flinched at the harshness in his voice. “You can’t just kiss me and expect everything to be ok. What? You thought because I wasn’t human that you could just betray me and then try to fix it with sex later and I’d just be all right with it all?” he said breathing heavy and I felt completely invisible, but utterly grateful for it.
“No! I didn’t betray you. I didn’t think that. I would never do that. I love you, I never stopped, and I wanted you to see that,” she squeaked.
“Just stop it, Sherry. I need some time to . . .figure out what I’m supposed to do here. I know this isn’t the first time. I know you’ve been together, I just don’t know how long. I want nothing more than just to pretend this didn’t happen, but I can’t.”
“Merrick-”
“Stop! It’s over, Sherry. No more.”
Her eyes went wide. “It’s . . .over?” she croaked.
“Yes.” He clenched his face and then softened. “No. I don’t know what I’m saying. Maybe it’s this body, I don’t know, but I can’t get the image of you two out of my head and it’s making me crazy,” he growled through clenched teeth and ran his hands through his hair and down his face like he was in physical pain.
“Merrick.”
“I’m going to go lie down. It was a long night. Don’t follow me, Sherry,” he bit out.
He left and Sherry crumpled back down to her pallet in a heap of sobs. I didn’t think it would be appropriate after everything that just happened to comfort her again. Though I wanted to, something awful.
“I’m sorry, Sherry. We’ll figure this out. There’s got to be an explanation. I’ll . . .I’ll leave you alone for a while, while I go think,” I said and prayed she wouldn’t ask me to stay.
She didn’t.
As I was walking out of the room I saw Piper walk by and peek in, slowing down as she did so. Hmmm. Then when she found Sherry on the floor, crying and crumpled she looked satisfied, a little smile even came to her lips, and she kept walking down to the commons room.
At that point, I thought it odd, but could put no further effort to it. I was worried about Sherry. What in the heck was wrong with Merrick? It was like he was possessed. He thought of Sherry as something precious and fragile and never talked to her like that. He never would have pushed her. No, I understand he’d be angry if he had caught us, but his voice was what worried me. So . . .cold.
Sherry looked completely and utterly out of her mind with grief. We all had a long night with hardly any sleep, and no one had had breakfast yet. I was sure that didn’t help the situation, but . . .something was going on. Something was not right.
I decided to go see if Lillian was up yet.
As I passed the commons room I saw Merrick sitting on the stairs, so naturally I avoided the stairs, but I saw Piper beside him. Her hands were rubbing his back and he had his face in his hands.
She looked happy, too happy to be consoling someone whose marriage may have been on the fritz. Once again, I was too agitated to think. I let the thought go as I saw her leaning forward to press her head to his and whisper. Merrick didn’t seem thrilled by her comfort but wasn’t pushing her away either. What was going on?
I made it to Lillian’s room. She was lying there, but not asleep. I knocked softly to let her know I was coming in but waited for no answer. These rooms didn’t have real doors like the other ones. They were just plywood pieces with wide gaps so there was plenty of light pouring in.
Plenty of light to see her face, calm and pale with tears streaming.
I wondered if any of us would make it through this day when half the females in the joint were either crying in hysterics, crying in guilt and grief or like Piper, happy in everyone else’s misery.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN – MERRICK
Four’s A Crowd
THE STAIR WAS digging into my thigh I had been there so long. Just sitting there. Wondering what I was going to do. How could she? How could he?
WHY?
All the while, Piper’s hand was on my back to soothe me, to calm me, but it was doing everything but. I all but bit her head off, and even did that, too, to get her to leave me alone since we found Sherry and Cain together last night. She followed me around, consoled me, spoken reassurances in my mind and rubbed my back constantly. I should be thankful that someone was willing to try to make me feel better but I wasn’t. Anyone but her maybe, but I was tired of telling her to go away so I just sat and tolerated her, trying to process what was going on.
It must be the body, this human body because literally, the memory of them together would not leave my brain. Even when I physically forced it out and tried to think of something else, it remained and let no other thing in.
Cain had Sherry pressed against the wall, the crook of her knee hugged around his palm, her leg wrapped around his waist, her arms around his neck and their bodies smashed together. They looked comfortable, like they had done that before, more than once and more in depth.
She was kissing him like she has kissed me, passionately, deeply and intensely, and I stood there frozen and watched, unable to look away. When she leaned her head back to give him access to her throat and he trailed his tongue and mouth down her neck, she moaned-
It was too much. I couldn’t say anything, couldn’t do anything but get away immediately. Then I came into the commons room and saw so many people who needed my help . . .so much to do. So I dove in head first and pushed Piper off, more than once. ‘Are you ok?’, ‘Let me help you’, ‘She was never meant to be with someone like you’, Piper chimed constantly, over and over and touched me, petted my arm, patted my back, grabbed my hands.
It was too much as well. I was stunned by her actions but finally got her to leave and then Sherry walked in and acted like nothing happened. Like she wasn’t betraying me and there was nothing wrong, like she wasn’t just with my best friend in the most intimate way. I was stunned some more.
I thought back to her life and never saw this in her. Never saw that she could do this to another person. I thought long and hard and wanted to believe it was a trick. But the scene of them just kept playing, over and over and over.
Then when I asked her about it she flat denied it, but I’d seen it with my own eyes. Her denial and tears plus the image of her and Cain all mixing together and jumbling was too much and I snapped. I was angry at her, which I’d never been before, and it scared me as much as it fueled me. I yelled, I gritted my teeth, I fumed. She looked extremely stricken and frightened, making me even angrier because I felt justified.
I knew I was doing it, but couldn’t stop. I went to talk calmly to her, confront her and get her confession and go from there, but her denial? No. That I couldn’t handle, not with what I’d seen.
As I sat there spying Cain from the corner of my eye, ignoring me and heading back down the same hall I’d seen their transgression, I felt sick. I felt even sicker when the loop of them in my head got to the part of her moan. The moan that I had thought I was the only man to ever make her do.
I knew Sherry was back there alone, crying and hurt, but what could I do? Was I supposed to just pretend it didn’t happen because it broke my heart to see her cry?
Did I really think a human woman could love me as a human man? Yes, I did. Sherry fooled me, but how? She can’t lie? And yet, she lied so flawlessly last night when she was trying to banish my accusations.
Piper’s hand rubbed an uncomfortable spot on my shoulder blade and I’d had enough.
“Stop, Piper.” I rolled my shoulder to sling her hand off. “I’ve already told you. I . . .appreciate you trying to help me but I don’t want it right now. Would you please just leave me by myself for a while?”
“Merrick, I just want to help you. I want you to know that when Sherry wasn’t here for you, I was. Your own kind. Me.”
“That is abundantly clear, Piper.”
Too much. I got up and went to my room – our room, alone and shut the door. Immediately, I heard a knock and opened it, praying it wasn’t Sherry.
It wasn’t. It was Piper.
“Piper! Come on. You cannot be this dense,” I yelled completely frustrated.
“Can I come in? I’ve been thinking about something. I want to run it by you, in private.”
“Piper, not now,” I growled.
“If you let me in, I’ll leave you alone for the rest of the day, I promise.”
I considered it and thought the price of a day of being left completely alone was just about worth anything. “Fine. Hurry, I’m tired.”
“Thanks.” She saddled passed me and brushed her chest with mine as she did it.
It was all I could do not to roll my eyes and grab her arm, throwing her out of the room in the process. “Ok, now what, Piper?”
“I think you should get back at her. I know that sounds so humanly juvenile, but you deserve more than this. She deserves to be hurt like you were. You’ve only ever been with one woman. Maybe you should try it with someone else to see what it’s like.”
This should have stunned me but it didn’t. At this point, I expected no less from her.
“This is your big advice? To have sex with you?”
“Me? Well, I wouldn’t stop you if that’s what you mean,” she said and trailed a finger down my chest.
I slapped it away, not gently, and grabbed her arm. “Out.”
“Is it this body? Because it’s only sixteen years old? Don’t be fooled by it, Merrick. It’s still me in here.”
“I’m not fooled. I know exactly who’s in there.”
“Merrick, just think about it. I wonder if Keepers in human bodies are any different than real humans during the act. It’d be worth some research I think.”
She glanced towards the door and back to me. Then pushed me against the wall before I could move and pressed herself to me. Then kissed me. I pushed her back just as I saw light.
Sherry.
Sherry was standing in the doorway, watching with wide betrayed eyes. At first I thought, how dare she be upset, but even in these situations, retaliation wasn’t the way to handle it.
“Sherry,” I said, her name just popped out.
I surveyed Piper and me, and saw what Sherry saw. Piper was in our room with me, our dark room, and she had me pinned to wall with her lips mere inches from mine still.
Sherry turned and walked slowly away without a word. I was so drained, just so done. I pushed Piper out with force to the hallway, amid her protest to let her stay.
I shut and locked the door and lay down determined not to see anyone or hear anything else for the rest of the day. I was exhausted and it didn’t take long to start to drift. The only thing I couldn’t shut off as I fell to sleep was the loop in my head of Sherry and Cain in the hall.
Their betrayal.
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN – LILLIAN
It’s Complicated
I WOKE UP, still in my clothes from the day before, to Cain tapping softly on my door. I lifted my head and he was there, just like last night, a guilty, sorrowful and sorry face on.
I remembered what happened last night. I remembered everything. Mitchell was dead. I didn’t remember crying much, not serious crying. I just remembered Cain and him taking me away from the crowd, where I didn’t want to be, and staying with me for hours. My feet were in his lap and every now and then he would caress my leg reassuringly, as if to say ‘I’m still here’.
Now, here he was again and I couldn’t think of a single thing to say to him. I’d lost the last two men I cared about, within the same year. No, I wasn’t in love with Mitchell but I still cared about him and it wasn’t fair that I never got to explore that if that’s what I had wanted. He was my best friend, ever in my life.
Cain sat down beside me and pulled my feet into his lap once more and closed his eyes. We sat there for who knew how long. A couple of hours dragged by. I knew because the glow from Cain’s watch was the only thing there to focus on. I thought Cain slept but I couldn’t anymore. Eventually he opened his eyes and looked over at me.
“Hey,” he said softly.
“Hey,” I said and was glad to see I’d found my voice.
“I’d ask how you slept, but I bet I can guess the answer.”
“Surprisingly good for the circumstances. What does that say about me, huh?” I said and wiped the tears from my face.
“That you were exhausted and grieving.”
“Yeah, I guess. How are you? You didn’t sleep in here the whole night did you?”
“Uh . . .yeah.”
“Did you at least lie down?”
“I slept sitting up. It’s good for the joints.”
I was so glad to see that Cain would still be his same jokey self around me. I needed that now more than anything else. “Uh huh. So what you’re saying is, you thought I’d freak if I woke up and you were lying beside me.”
“Yeah, pretty much.”
I laughed. I astonished even myself. I immediately wiped the smile off my face and felt the first wave of true guilt since I’d woken up.
My face must have said as much because he leaned over beside me. “Hey.” He rubbed my shoulder. “It’s ok to laugh. You don’t think he’d want you to be sitting here crying all day, do you?”
“No, he wouldn’t. Cain, I feel so guilty. He really liked me and I . . .well I went out and had every intention of having fun with you.” I confessed all, to clear my conscience. I wasn’t catholic, but at this point, I felt it couldn’t hurt to get it all out. “If that meant kissing you, then so be it. I was actually hoping you’d kiss me. I had made the decision to be over Michael, to be done with grieving and move on. It didn’t have to be Mitchell, though I didn’t feel the same I figured I might could try with him. I had no idea that you might feel something for me other than friendship until last night, unless last night was just party kisses.” He started to interrupt, to contradict, but I held up my hand and then continued.
“But to be honest, the reason I feel so much guilt over the whole thing, wasn’t because I felt like I betrayed him, it was because I didn’t care enough about him. After kissing you last night, I had planned on telling Mitchell that I wasn’t interested in him that way. And now . . .I’ll never get to tell him. He died thinking I was out thinking about him and liking him as more than just a friend.”
“Maybe it’s better that way. He died happy.”
“Maybe, but it doesn’t make me feel any better. I miss him already. He was my best friend-” I choked and sniffled. “Before we came here I had no idea that Keepers . . .dated. I honestly thought he was just protective because that’s what Keepers were. And then when we got here and I saw Merrick and Jeff, it made me wonder about his feelings for me and then he confirmed my suspicions. When he kissed me, it felt good, but it was because it’d been so long since anyone had shown me any real affection. Or so I thought. It was just so good to kiss someone again. Is that terrible?”
“No.” He chuckled sadly and scooted over next to me on the floor, pulling me into his side. “No. I don’t think that’s terrible. I think you’re human. We were made to love each other, weren’t we? All you need is love and all that.”
“Yeah, I guess so.” I punched him lightly in his gut. “Worse Beatles song ever, by the way.”
He laughed but I still felt terrible, inside and out. I felt terrible that I hadn’t cried it out yet and felt on the verge of bursting. I felt terrible that Cain’s warmth was seeping through my shirt and I wanted to just lay there with him all day and not move. I felt terrible that I needed a shower and that was what I was thinking about.
“Well, you want to get some breakfast? I haven’t eaten yet this morning. We’ve had a little . . .drama going on.”
“Do tell,” I croaked trying to direct the conversation to something else.
“Maybe later, when I can process it. Sleep deprivation and starvation don’t mix. Breakfast?”
“Do you mind if we just stay here for a while longer? You can lay down with me this time. Or-” I had a sudden revelation that he probably was tired of looking after me and was ready to go on with his day. “You know what? I’m sorry, you go. I’m going to just stay here for a little bit and I’ll see you later, ok? Thank you for staying with me last night.”
“Whoa,” he said in defense and looked at me funny, “about face. What’s wrong?”
“I’m sure you don’t want to sit here with me all day.”
“I make my own choices, always have.”
“I don’t want you to feel obligated or think that I’ll fall apart if you leave me.”
“I have no doubt you’d survive.” He cocked his head. “Do you want me to go?” he asked and looked at me closely.
“No,” I answered and it came out as barely a breath.
“Then I’m staying, because I want to.”
“Ok. Come lie down with me then.”
He let me pull him gladly. We lay down, only our hands touching, facing each other. His watch ticked on and I stopped counting.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY – SHERRY
Separation Anxiety
I AWOKE TO the sound of banging. Pots, I thought. Someone was cooking breakfast or lunch maybe, but I did not care about anything. I felt like the rug had been pulled out from under me and I landed hard, on concrete, naked, at fifty miles per hour. It hurt. I hurt so bad I could barely breathe.
I’d never been dumped before, let alone by the one person I wanted more than anything. It was sudden, out of nowhere and unfounded and creepy. Nothing added up and I was so very confused.
And he kissed Piper. The spawn of all my insecurities about him, the one person who thought she could take him from me. He kissed her. To retaliate? For revenge? For kicks? Just because he could? I didn’t know any of those answers, but it hurt so bad to think about it, but that’s when you can’t stop thinking about something, right?
I lay there on my blanket for at least half the day. I didn’t want to run into Merrick. As mad as I was at him for the Piper thing, I was more upset about his sudden interest in ending what we had. I had no idea what I’d say if I saw him.
I knew I had to get up. Someone other than Cain was eventually going to come in and wonder what was going on. I wasn’t in a big rush to tell anyone so I got up. I pulled up my pallet, put it off to the side and made a break for the bathroom to freshen up. I looked at myself in the mirror for a long time. Merrick wasn’t a liar. He really did think he saw what he said he saw. So what happened?
I looked just . . .ugly. My eyes were swollen and red from crying all night and my hair was a disaster, butI couldn’t make myself fix it. I pulled it back slackly and peeked out for my husband that no longer wanted me before making a break for the kitchen.
It was empty, thankfully.
The clock said it was almost two in the afternoon already so I made myself a cup of tea and ate some leftover cornbread on the stove. It was dry, and there was no butter, but it was food. I downed the crumbly, sweet, salty square and tried not to think. I peeked again in the commons room for Merrick and, not seeing him, made my way to Danny’s room.
He was there with Celeste. Honestly, I wasn’t surprised.
“Hey,” he said drowsily and half sat up. “What’s up?” He looked at me with squinted eyes. “What’s wrong? You look like crap.”
“Thanks,” I said quietly.
“Just saying.”
“I’m fine. I . . .I’m just upset about everything, you know?”
“Yeah. Celeste finally went to sleep this morning. She was up all night with her mom, who still hasn’t come down.”
“Well, that sucks.”
“Yeah. So, what time is it?”
“Almost two.”
“Frig. No wonder I’m starving.”
“Want me to grab you something?”
“Would you?” He looked at Celeste and back to me. “I don’t want to be gone if she wakes up.”
“Yes, of course. That’s very sweet, Danny.”
“Yeah, yeah,” he said but he was grinning.
“It is sweet,” Celeste said, eyes still closed. “I’ve got to tell you, Sherry. I have the best beauty siestas with your brother here,” she said groggily.
Danny and I both laughed silently. “That’s good, be right back,” I whispered.
I did my same secret operative procedure to go and get him some cornbread as I had before. Once I returned with it I sat with him while he ate and then when he started yawning I backed out with a wave.
I sat outside his door and tried to think where I could go where I wouldn’t bump into Merrick. I wanted to see Lily, something awful, but her room was right next to ours and she was so perceptive. She’d know something was wrong with me, she always did. Plus, Marissa should already have her for school.
So I went over to the other hall, passed the stairs, and saw Ryan. He was sitting at the bench of the small piano there. Just sitting. I sat beside him.
“Hey, Ryan. How’s the leg?”
“Better. It’s tough being human and having all these limitations.”
“You’re preaching to the choir, pal,” I joked.
He laughed and shook his head. “Sorry. It’s just . . .I’m not like the others. I haven’t had as much experience and earth time as they have. It’s hard adjusting. I feel like I’m missing something.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know. I can’t put my finger on it, but it’s there, hanging in front of me like cheese to a rat. I chase it, but can’t reach it.”
I was shocked. I’d never heard Ryan talk like this before, so open and forthcoming.
“Well, is there anything I can do? You are human now, Ryan. All humans go through things like that. Where we feel inadequate or without a purpose or with purpose but no direction. I know Merric-” I choked on his name and took a small breath. “Merrick, he has those problems sometimes too. Where he feels a little useless because there’s so many of you together and we all just kind of exist together.”
“Yes! Yes, that’s it. That’s how I feel; stuck and useless.”
I inched quietly and slowly into my next question. “Would you go home if you could?”
“I don’t know.” He shrugged. “You would think the answer would be easy wouldn’t you. Yes. I should want to go home, but . . .I’m not sure. I’m scared because I’m not sure.”
“Don’t be.” I looped my arm though his to soothe him. “It’s your life now. Calvin is safe and here. You can choose who you are now. I’m always here if you want to talk, you know that, right?”
“Yes, thank you. You are the kindest human I’ve ever had the privilege of meeting.”
I laughed, a little shocked at his flattery. “Oh, well, uh. Thanks.”
“I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”
“You didn’t. I just . . .I never thought the word human would be attached to a compliment directed my way before.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Ryan,” I said in mock exasperation. “You don’t have to be sorry. Humans joke with each other. We laugh, we play, we bicker, we fight, we’re sarcastic. We love, we hate, we have good and bad in all of us. You just have to decide what you want to be. You’re kind of lucky if you think about it.” I turned to look at him full on. “You get a clean slate, a completely fresh start. No one knows you and there is no past to chase you. You can be whoever you want to be down here.”
“But what if I have no idea who I want to be?” he said sadly, his chin lowering as if in defeat.
“Be you. I’ve met you and I like you just fine,” I crooned.
He smiled and rubbed my arm with his overly warm hand. “Thanks, Sherry.”
“No problem. Now, you want to play something with me?” I motioned towards the piano keys in front of us.
“I don’t know how to play.”
“I wasn’t under the impression that you did, Ryan,” I joked. “I can teach you a little. Here.”
I played the first few chords of Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star and then let him mimic me. He laughed when he got it right the first time. “Ha! Will you look at that.”
“I told you. It’s easy once you figure it out.”
We did the next chords and he followed. We laughed as we kept playing and finally finished the song. Then we played it again.
“So,” Ryan said and looked me right in the eye. “Was this a display of metaphor? You showing me how I can mimic you on the piano just like I should mimic the rest of human behavior? Do you think that would help me to adjust better?”
“Well . . .” I dragged out. “I hadn’t thought of that, Ryan, but it sounds like you worked that all out on your own.”
“Well, it’s sound advice, I guess,” he said seriously.
“I guess,” I joked. “See, you didn’t need my help after all,” I said and bumped his shoulder with mine.
“Sure I did. Thank you, Sherry. I mean it. You have always been good to me.”
“You think too little of yourself. You are worthy of my friendship, Ryan. You don’t have to thank me every time I do something for you. That’s what friends do.”
“I’ve never had a friend before. I have no idea what that even means.”
“Well, now you do. We’re friends. You can ask me anything, talk to me about anything and I’ll always tell you the truth. Ok?” I said and smiled.
“Ok,” he said smiling back, and it was strange how uneasy it seemed. I realized he didn’t smile too often. He had a good smile. “Now, play something for me, something more advanced than children’s rhymes.”
I smirked at him and turned back to the piano to play. It was almost supper time, as I could hear them banging around in the kitchen. I began to play and had only gotten about twenty seconds into it when I looked around and saw Merrick coming down our hallway to the commons room. I watched him as I played and saw he was still angry and sleepy looking as he gazed at nothing and no one. His face was drawn and tight and his eyes were dark with no sleep.
He found my gaze, like he subconsciously sought it, and we locked gazes. Mine was pleading and his was defiant. My breathing was suddenly erratic and my chest ached anew.
I saw that I wasn’t going to get anywhere with him today and I didn’t want him to see me burst into tears, so I tore my gaze away and murmured my goodbye to Ryan, spouting something about being tired, and made my way back to the laundry room briskly before collapsing on my pallet once more and pulling the blanket over my head. Wanting to see no one, hear from no one, speak to no one. Trying desperately to forget Merrick’s kiss with Piper and the way he had been so, so angry at me. Pushed me, looked on me with disgust and rage. I’d actually been afraid of him and I never thought that would ever have been possible.
So I cried, big, fat, hurtful, wretched tears in the dark and prayed no one came looking for me. All the while, wondering what the in the world went wrong.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY ONE – LILLIAN
Got Breakfast?
“BREAKFAST NOW?” CAIN asked as he rubbed my arm soothingly. “You’ve got to get up sometime. It’s morning again, you need to eat something.”
“Ok.” I let him pull me up and we went.
He grabbed my hand as we walked, easily and casually, swinging our arms slightly. Strangely it felt more friendly than intimate, like he was trying to show me I still had a friend and he’d be my friend through all this until I was ready to be more. I wondered about Sherry, if he still felt crazy about her.
We entered the kitchen and he sat me down in a chair and got me some coffee, to which I murmured my thanks. It was horrid and lukewarm but I drank it because I needed it.
There were others in the kitchen with us; Piper and Polly, who were eyeing me but I tried to ignore them, Jeff and Marissa were sitting at the table with me eating a late breakfast together as well.
Cain set a bowl of oatmeal in front of me and one for him across from me. He sat down and smiled.
“Mmmm. Oatmeal,” he said with fake enthusiasm.
I chuckled under my breath and smiled back. I was thankful for him at this moment. Otherwise I would have just sulked in my room, alone.
I felt someone behind me and turned to look. It was Piper.
“Good morning, Lillian.”
“Morning, Piper,” I said and felt odd about her speaking to me.
“So, Cain, how have you been?”
“Fine, Piper.”
“Really? Are you sure about that?”
I turned to look at her. What was her problem? Why was she badgering Cain?
“Yes. Fine. Thank you for your concern,” he all but spat out.
“What’s going on? Is this the drama you were referring to?” I ask.
“Oh, he told you then?” Piper chimed almost happily, coming to stand beside the table beside us.
“Told me what?”
“That Merrick and I caught Cain and Sherry in the hall.”
My heart stopped a couple beats and then picked back up violently. I heard other gasps to echo mine and looked over to see Marissa and Jeff just as stunned as I was.
“What?” I asked.
“Shut up, Piper. You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Cain said and shoved his chair back, taking his bowl to the sink.
“Don’t I?”
“What is she talking about, Cain?” I asked softly and hoped he answered me, that nothing happened.
“I’m talking about Cain and Sherry practically – what is it you humans say – ‘getting it on’ in the hall outside your room the night of the ambush. Merrick is so upset. He’s even refused to let Sherry stay in their room with him.”
“What?” Jeff said but nobody answered him.
What? My head spun. Merrick and Sherry fighting? Those two were like glue to each other.
“Shut up, Piper! If that’s the case then why did you come get me, huh? When Sherry was crying, you came to Lillian’s room, where I was all night, and woke me up to go to Sherry,” Cain said and I could see his high color getting higher.
“Because you caused all this! That’s why! I figured you should be the one to comfort her, though in my book, she doesn’t deserve any,” Piper said and walked out with Polly in tow.
Something was terribly wrong with Polly. She hadn’t said a word the whole time and it wasn’t like her to miss an opportunity for drama. She was so pale and her eyes were so cloudy and gray. She slinked behind Piper like she was tethered to her, and had not a care or a bit of strength.
“Cain, what is she talking about?” I asked him again.
“Yes, Cain. What the heck is going on?” Marissa asked after me, she looked almost angry.
Cain sat back down, turned to me and spoke.
“This is the drama I was telling you about. For some reason, Merrick and Piper claim they saw Sherry and me in the hall making out that night, outside of your room. Piper, I could see making all this up but Merrick? I don’t know what’s going on, but . . .he really believes he saw us, Lillian. It’s weird. He was furious yesterday.” He ran his hands over his head a few times then linked them behind his head and leaned back in his chair. “He yelled at Sherry and pushed her away. I’ve never seen him that way, especially with her.”
Marissa and Jeff scooted their chairs back and left. Their sudden departure and silence spoke volumes.
I pondered what he was saying. Did he expect me to believe him? That he was caught making out with Sherry, whom he confessed to me earlier to having feelings for, but it was Merrick who was making it up? What was going on?
“So . . .you’re saying Merrick didn’t catch you?”
“I’m saying I didn’t do it. I wouldn’t do that to her or him.”
“Cain.” I gauged my words carefully and looked around for eavesdroppers, seeing none. “You told me you had feelings for Sherry.”
His eyes went wide and then he refocused and spoke quietly.
“Yes, I did, but I would never act on it. She’s married. Besides, I wouldn’t have told you but you figured it out. I was trying to move on too, remember?” he said referring to me moving on, per our earlier conversation.
I couldn’t disagree or judge him for that but the rest of his story was a little ridiculous.
“Ok, so you got a little carried away and got caught. Denying it isn’t going to make it just go away,” I said softly.
“I didn’t do anything. What is wrong with everyone? Am I that untrustworthy that no one would believe me when I say I flat didn’t do something? Sherry is the most loyal person in here and no one believes her either.” He scooted his chair back too, loudly. “What is going on here?”
He left, leaving me feeling strangely guilty and weird and off kilter.
I went to find Sherry.
 
I found her a while later after searching everywhere. She was hunched over on a pallet in the utility room, perfectly still, eyes open, staring at the wall. I wondered how long she’d been in there.
“Sherry? Are you ok?”
As much as I liked Cain and didn’t appreciate him kissing someone the same night he had kissed me – though I had kissed Mitchell a few nights before so how much room did I have to talk – Sherry was my friend and I hated to see her so broken down.
“Lillian, something is . . .happening. I’m going crazy or something.”
“Why do you say that? Because you gave in to Cain and kissed him? He can be very charming.”
“I didn’t!” she yelled suddenly and sat up.
Oh, no, not this again. Not Sherry. She didn’t seem the lie and weasel type to me. “Sherry, it’s ok, just tell me what happened.”
“Nothing. I went to check on you, but you were asleep so I sat in the hall with Cain outside your room and we talked. I hugged him but I always hug him, it was nothing new. Merrick has seen me hug him a hundred times. That was it. He went back in your room and I went back up the hall. Merrick said we were kissing, like really into it and there was no way he mistook it for hugging him. I have no idea what he’s talking about.”
“Sherry, it’s me. You can tell me. It’s ok, I won’t judge you.” She burst into a hysterical round of tears and I felt like the utter worst friend and consoler. “I’m sorry.”
I tried to touch her shoulder, but she pushed my hand off.
“That’s it. I can’t take this anymore. Nobody believes me! I have to talk to him,” she said breathlessly as she got up from her pallet.
“You mean Cain?”
“No! Merrick!”
She proceeded to make her way out of the room, into the hall and to the commons room with me following after her.
I saw Merrick there, looked like he was waiting for something but he didn’t seem upset to me. He seemed his normal chipper self. I could only stop, pray for Sherry and stare at the train wreck about to happen.
As soon as he saw her his eyes lit up and he reached his arms out for her to walk into, but she stopped and stared like a deer in headlights. He spoke. “Honey, what’s wrong?”
He made a step forward, concern etched all over his face. She stepped back again. “Merrick?” she asked softly.
“What’s the matter, babe? Did something happen?” he asked and then reached for her again.
She stood perfectly still and let him wrap his arms around her and then he kissed her sweetly on her lips, cupping her jaw in one hand. She let him kiss her, but didn’t participate and he pulled back. “Something’s wrong, I can tell. Tell me what’s the matter, sweetheart.”
Wow. Three endearments in one minute’s time.
“Merrick?” she asked again.
“Sherry, what’s the matter?” he asked, getting more impatient.
“You . . .believe me?” she choked out through tears.
“About what?”
“About what? Is this a joke?” she asked and appeared more confused than ever.
I was right there with her and then I saw Cain come walking back down the hall. He stopped dead in his tracks and stared at them, too, in total confusion.
“What do you mean? What’s going on?” Merrick asked.
“You don’t remember? You . . .you thought you saw Cain and I . . .” she looked over at Cain for a second and he looked back at her astonished and shrugged “you thought you saw Cain and me kissing.”
“What? What are you talking about?” Merrick asked incredulously and looking none too happy. “You kissed Cain?”
“No! You thought I did. You really don’t remember?” she asked, breathing the words.
“No, I think I’d remember that.” He scowled. “Did Cain kiss you?” he asked softly and looked back at Cain for a split second.
“No! No. No one kissed anyone.” She thought for a moment and then. “What day is it, Merrick?”
“Uh . . .Friday.”
“No, it’s Sunday. You don’t remember the past two nights at all, do you? The Lighters attacking us?”
“The Lighters attacked? How? What happened?” he asked in a rage. Sherry, Cain and I exchanged worried looks.
Then Piper walked in.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY TWO – SHERRY
A Bad Case Of The Blues
AT FIRST, I didn’t see Piper standing there. I was too enthralled in the situation. Merrick accused me of something so against my morals and thoughts, so incomprehensible and degrading. He had yelled at me, gritted his teeth at me, pushed me, left me crying and confused and now claimed to not remember any of it.
I was more than relieved.
I hoped he forgot the whole thing completely, even though the question of his kiss with Piper was still lingering there, unanswered. Then I heard Piper grunt angrily.
“Well, well. Merrick, what’s going on in here?” she asked and I wanted to run to her and introduce that little instigator to my fist.
“What do you mean? Will someone please tell me what’s going on?” he spoke loudly now and there were others in the commons room watching us, that didn’t know about Merrick and me fighting.
“You don’t remember?” Piper asked and eyed evilly the arms still around my waist.
“I guess not since I have no idea what it is everyone is talking about. What did you mean ‘what’s going on here’? What should be going on?”
“Nothing.” She looked confused and angry, then started to turn and walk back into the kitchen but Lillian – surprising the heck out of me – grabbed her arm to halt her.
“Um, I don’t think you get to just walk out and pretend like you don’t know what’s going on,” Lillian said, but Piper, being the Keeper she was, ripped free of her grasp easily and gave her a look that would melt butter.
Then Cain was there beside Lillian and yelled for Jeff, who was walking in from the kitchen with Marissa.
“Jeff, help me get her to sit down and chat.”
Jeff scowled at Cain like he was the devil, but grabbed Piper’s other arm and they escorted her to the couch. Merrick and I walked to the other one and we all sat or stood, facing each other in a silent circle for a minute.
“Ok, I’ll start,” Cain said finally. “I think our Piper here has been playing games. Somehow, she got Merrick to think he saw Sherry and me kissing, and then she gets me to go see Sherry, and then Merrick to go right after me and see me with her there too, in the laundry room. I didn’t put it together then, but I should have when I saw you spying on us. Then, you confronted me about it in front of Lillian and Jeff, knowing they’d be furious about it.”
I remembered something.
“And Polly. Polly came to get me to tell me Merrick wanted me. She said he was in our room but when I went back there . . .” I paused and felt a grimace that I couldn’t stop before going on, “he was in there with Piper.”
“What? What do mean I was in our room with Piper?” Merrick shouted unbelievingly.
I couldn’t stop as the pieces all fell together. I spoke directly to Piper.
“You wanted me to catch you in our room with him. You wanted me to think he’d kissed you.”
Piper sat there calmly and quietly and then she spoke and what came out was pure sarcastic hatred and garbage.
“Well, you caught me. You figured it all out. I did it. I wanted Merrick to see what life could be like without you and that he didn’t need you to feel human,” she spat out the words, especially ‘human’ like it was all so disgusting.
I shook my head in rage. Merrick was sputtering and shaking beside me but couldn’t make any syllables audibly into words.
“You thought I’d just give up on him?” I said looking right at her. “You thought I’d see you trying to kiss him and assume it was him kissing you? You thought I’d see his anger at me and be scared and want no part in it anymore? You honestly thought this was some fling that you could break up with petty juvenile tactics? We are married,” I bit out, “and you don’t know me very well.”
I lifted from my seat.
Merrick grabbed my arm gently to hold me in place and I saw that even Piper had backed herself into the couch a little. I realized I had practically growled the words at her but I meant every one.
Jeff spoke then and looked at me for the first time this morning. “So you didn’t? You didn’t have an affair with Cain?”
“No! I would never do that to Merrick.” I felt like I’d said that statement five hundred times in the past twelve hours. Jeff sighed and I saw his relief. He believed it too, they all had. Believed that I would cheat on the love of my life, the person I fought for, the person I would risk everything for, the one who came light years to be with me.
I was devastated.
Did no one have any faith in me or Cain? I buried my face in my hands to hide my expression – of rage – I was sure. “How is it that not one person believed us?” I said softly and was met with guilty silence and avoiding gazes as I lifted my head.
“Sherry,” Cain said this time, “it doesn’t explain how she got Merrick to see us kissing. I mean, how she got him to think we did,” he said hurriedly.
“No, it doesn’t,” Piper said happily and laughed.
“Wait, wait,” Merrick finally found his voice, “ok. You are saying that I somehow thought I saw you and Cain kiss, but you didn’t. And Piper somehow orchestrated all this?”
Well, when you put it like that . . .it did sound crazy, but it was true. I didn’t get a chance to answer. Merrick suddenly grabbed his head and leaned forward groaning.
“Merrick?” I kneeled in front of him. “What is it?”
“My head. It feels like it’s . . .splitting,” he moaned.
Then he jerked, moaned louder and fell forward to the floor. His hands shook, and he jerked and grasped his head.
“Merrick!”
I tried to sit him up but he wouldn’t, he just kept moaning and rocking back and forth. I was scared to say the least. Something was happening to him and I knew it had something to do with what had happened. A tumor? A blood clot? That didn’t make sense. If it was that, Piper wouldn’t have seen what Merrick saw in the hall. So what was going on?
I tried to soothe him, tell him I was there. Jeff sank to the floor with me beside him and even Piper seemed in an upheaval about Merrick’s condition, though she had no right to be.
Then he stopped rocking, stopped moaning. His eyes opened and he let go of his head. He sat up and looked right at me. His breaths came out in loud blows. His big wide green eyes locked with mine. He was oblivious to all the others standing over us.
“Sherry. Baby,” he pleaded breathlessly with his eyes, looking terrified and shameful. He grabbed my face gently in between his warm hands that I loved so much. “Oh, baby, I’m so sorry. I can’t believe . . . I remember. I remember everything.” He buried his face in my hair and wrapped his arms around me. “I can’t believe you let me talk to you like that.”
“I didn’t exactly let you,” I answered quietly and he pulled back and wrinkled his nose into a grimace.
“No, I guess not. Sherry, I love you so much. I would never hurt you, you know that, right? Those things I said, the things I did . . .honey, I didn’t mean any of it. That wasn’t me. I don’t know what came over me.”
“You do remember? All of it?”
“Yes.” His jaw tightened and he swallowed before growling his words to me. “And don’t you ever let me put my hands on you in anger again.” I heard a gasp, but didn’t look to see who it was. I hadn’t told anyone that Merrick had grabbed me. “You scream, you run, you do something. Do you hear me? Don’t just sit there and-” He stopped and then turned a rage filled gaze to Piper who swallowed and heaved a breath. He all but bellowed the words at her. “You. You did this. Why? How?”
She tried to get up, but Jeff held her in place with a hand on her shoulder. She stayed silent and looked nervous.
“What do you remember?” I asked him, still letting him pet my hair because I missed him so much that I refused to make him stop, and he seemed to really need to touch me.
“I remember seeing you, a vision of you and Cain,” he winced, “kissing and – but I can see now it wasn’t real. It was a compulsion.” His eyes registered the word as it said it. He was figuring it all out. “It played over and over in my head, nonstop. I couldn’t think about anything else. I just thought I was so upset by it that it was making me crazy. In fact, it was making me crazy. I felt like I was on the edge, I couldn’t sleep, I was shaking, I haven’t eaten, I couldn’t think.”
“That’s why you were so . . .irritable,” I suggested.
“Sweet, Sherry. That’s a nice way of putting it. Gah, honey . . .” He shook his head and then started again. “I remember yelling at you, pushing-” He closed his eyes as if in agony. I ducked my head so as not to meet eyes with anyone. “Pushing you against the wall and grabbing your arms. Going to bed alone, but I couldn’t sleep because of the vision. Then, in the morning, Piper told me to go check on you. That I’d been too hard on you and you were upset so I did and found you and Cain in the utility room. I was so furious. I thought there was no way I could forgive you. Then I went to take a nap, Piper followed me and then you walked in on her trying to . . .kiss me.”
“That’s when Polly had told me to go see you.”
“It would seem. Then, after I woke up, I went to go find Lily but didn’t see her anywhere and I saw you at the piano with Ryan. I remember thinking that you were probably screwing around with Ryan too.” He shook his head at himself. “I watched you walk away and then I went back to bed. When I woke up this morning, I didn’t remember anything. I remember thinking something was wrong because it was so late and you hadn’t woke me. I hadn’t remembered you coming to bed either. It’s so clearly compulsion. I can’t believe I fell for it. How Piper? How?”
We all turned and looked at Piper.
She promptly turned on the water works.
“I’m not sorry! I thought I could make you see reason.” She sniffed. “You can’t love her, Merrick. She’s a vile, vain, selfish human and a vapor compared to us. You can’t give up everything for her. I won’t let you!”
He ignored everything she said and went forward with his question, not looking a bit sympathetic for her tears. “I asked how, Piper.”
“It doesn’t matter. It apparently didn’t work as it should have. Only two day’s worth? It worked a lot longer with the others.”
“What does that mean? And again I say how? The only person we know who uses compulsion around here is Danny but his only works one task at a time, but he couldn’t make me see the vision. And Marissa . . .” he trailed off.
I looked at her and she was practically cowered in the corner, waiting for blame to be placed on her for this. It looked like she had seen the blame coming every since the word ‘vision’ was mentioned.
Jeff gave Merrick a look.
“It couldn’t be Marissa either. Again, she couldn’t make me see a vision of something that didn’t happened like that, could she?” Merrick asked.
“Yes, I could, but I didn’t,” Marissa said softly.
“It wasn’t Marissa,” I said quickly. I certainly didn’t need any convincing on that front. “Who, Piper?”
“I don’t have to tell you anything. You are so selfish! You have no idea what you’re taking from him! I’m so done here!” She yelled and screeched and let her tears fall while she banged her fist on the couch cushions like a toddler. “I hate it here! I want to go home, back to my normal body and out of this puny, black haired, evil teenage vessel that is holding me hostage. I’m over six thousand years old. Not sixteen! I’m so done with all of it! I hate it here! Hate it!”
Marissa then crossed the room and touched Piper’s arm. “Tell us who helped you do this to Merrick,” she compelled.
“Polly,” Piper said then gasped and covered her mouth then yelled loudly. “Stop it, Muse!”
“Where is Polly?” Merrick asked and Marissa went to look for her in her room.
In the mean time, while Piper sat stewing and crying loudly under Jeff’s firm grip, Merrick returned back to me and his apologizing, pulling me to look at him with a hand on my cheek, still not caring who could hear him.
“I’m so sorry. I was terrible to you. Baby, you have to believe that I’d never hurt you-”
I cut him off with a kiss and this time I didn’t expect him to push me away. He didn’t. He pulled me closer, into his lap and caressed my cheek and jaw line with his fingertips while his lips worked magic to heal my sorrows.
My Merrick was back. I was more relieved than words could say. I tried to think back to what had happened and see his face so angry at me, but I couldn’t. All I saw was my always patient, always loving husband. I was happy to forget the other.
He broke away, barely, letting his lips graze my lips and face.
“I know you’d never hurt me,” I said and I meant it.
“Can you forgive me?”
“I think I’ve more than forgiven you.”
“I need to hear you say it. And if you can’t, then don’t. I understand the things I said, the way I looked at you, the way I acted, was unforgivable.”
“You were under compulsion, Merrick.”
“Does that make it all right? No,” he answered for me.
“It makes it not your fault. But if you need to hear it, of course I forgive you, though you don’t need my forgiveness.”
“Sherry,” he breathed my name in relief, “we can never fight again. That was unbearable. I missed you.”
“Agreed,” I said and smiled at him.
He looked even more relieved and I determined he was done with his plight and accepting my words. He kissed my mouth again, softly and steadily, and didn’t stop until we heard his name.
Cain.
“Hey, uh,” Cain cleared his throat, “Polly’s coming.”
We looked up to see her coming down the hall with Marissa. Wow. She looked terrible. While I was trying to figure out the newest puzzle piece, Merrick lifted me up with him and set me to my feet, keeping a firm warm hand in mine. He turned to Cain, who was still a couple feet away, near Piper, but definitely avoiding Merrick’s gaze.
“Cain.”
Cain looked up reluctantly. Even though everything had been resolved, I felt his pain. Everyone lost faith in us, blamed us for something heinous. No one believed us, not one person. That sucked.
“I’m so sorry, man,” Merrick said vehemently.
“It’s fine, Merrick.”
“No, it’s not.” Merrick took a step closer to him and extended his hand to shake. “You’re a good, honest man, my best friend, and I accused you of something terrible. I’m sorry.”
Cain stared at Merrick’s hand for a few seconds. Then he took it and finally looked up to Merrick’s face.
“No harm done. I’m just glad we got it all worked out. You do have some wicked pointy fingers, bro.” His eyes gleamed with amusement and he rubbed the phantom finger spot on his chest.
“I’m sorr-”
“I’m just joshing you.” Cain hugged him, patting his back all manly like. “It’s cool. If I thought someone had touched my woman, I’d be off the deep end too. I have been off the deep end before actually.”
“Thanks. We’re good?”
“Yeah, we’re good.”
Cain and I looked at each other then. I so wanted to hug him. Once again, we were victims together, but now, after everything, it felt awkward. Would people be watching Cain and I now like hawks, waiting to see if we’d get too close? Was Merrick always going to have suspicions?
He smiled ruefully and lifted his shoulders in an ‘I have no idea what to do now’ gesture.
Screw it. I reached out and hugged him.
He hugged me back and murmured in my ear. “Sorry about all this.”
“You didn’t do anything wrong,” I said and let him go.
I glanced back at Merrick, and saw him watching us and wince again, looking away. No doubt the picture flashing of Cain and me in Merrick’s mind that he would never be able to erase.
That was when I knew things would never be the same. I wouldn’t torture Merrick with his memories. We’d just lay low for while. No more visits and talks in the hall for Cain and me. Not alone anyway.
I went back to Merrick and wrapped my arms around his neck to whisper in his ear. “I’m sorry. I won’t do that anymore.”
“What? Why?” he said, but the softness told me he knew what and why.
“I understand. I can see your face, you know. I love you and will do anything for you. Even not hug or touch someone because it’s brings a bad memory for you.”
“It wasn’t real.”
“But you thought it was. You can still see it and it looks real now, doesn’t it?” He exhaled, pursing his lips and nodded slowly. “Then I won’t do it anymore,” I whispered firmly.
He hesitated, then nodded again gratefully.
I looked over to see Lillian standing by Cain. She was whispering in his ear and he was nodding. Then she pulled back and grabbed his hand, they both smiled at each other.
Well, well.
Then it was time to deal with Polly.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY THREE – CAIN
Kiss and Not Tell
“I’M SORRY FOR the way I spoke to you earlier in the kitchen. I should have believed you but . . .you have to admit, it was pretty unbelievable,” Lillian whispered and smiled a little smile to which I returned. “I’m sorry. Really sorry. So . . .can we just forget all of this, and say you and I work together? Hmm? You can help me with all this Mitchell stuff, help me grieve and let me cry like a girl,” she smiled again, “and . . .I’ll help you get over Sherry. Well, I’ll try. I can be your friend.”
She squinted cutely and then bit her bottom lip, waiting for my response.
“That sounds like a plan to me . . .lovely.”
She smiled and tucked her hair behind her ear, ducking her head.
Yes!! I was back in the game!
“Good. So we get this . . .stuff settled and then go brief everybody on the things we got, what they talked about at the rally. With everything going on, I think they forgot we even went.”
“Yeah, I think you’re right. And yes, that sounds like a plan, too.”
“Good, sweetie pie,” she said with a smile, remembering our joke.
She slipped her hand into mine, her fingers still warm and soft, but long and skinny. Pleasant to touch, but not like Sherry’s. I wondered how long it would be before I stopped comparing everything to Sherry. But hey, Lillian knew and we were going in with eyes completely wide open. No hidden secrets. We could be honest and help each other get over all that past crap.
I glanced at Sherry and she was watching us. She glanced at our intertwined hands and lifted her eyebrow, smiling. I realized she was happy about this new development. I should be. I was but . . .whew. This was so much harder than I ever imagined. Why did I have to love her? Why? And why did Merrick’s vision of Sherry and me have to be so close to the fantasy I’d had a million times, just like it?
We turned our attention back to Jeff, who just started his interrogation of Polly, who looked horrendous. I didn’t mean that in a hateful way. She really did look awful, like someone took the sick-and-pale stick and beat her senseless with it.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Polly said sluggishly, but she kept glancing at Piper the entire time, back and forth.
It felt strange to be interrogating two teenage girls like that. Technically, only one was a teenager, but still.
“I think you do. Are you sick or something?” Jeff asked.
“I just don’t feel well. Now let me go back to bed.”
“Ok then, answer my question and you can. What did you do to Merrick?”
“I didn’t do anything.”
“Oh, come on. Enough already.” Marisa stepped up and placed a finger on Polly’s hands, folded on her pulled up legs, and said, “What did you do to Merrick?”
Polly started to whimper, then groan, clutching her stomach. She doubled over onto the floor and starting screaming. I was puzzled. Was this an act? Was she really sick?
“Don’t, Polly!” Marissa yelled, scolding.
“Polly, you know what you’re doing. You are only making it worse for yourself,” Sherry said softly and knelt in front of Polly, though I’m not sure Polly heard her.
“Don’t listen to them, Polly!” Piper yelled over the screeching. “You keep your secrets. It’s the only thing they can’t take from you on this God forsaken hateful planet!”
“Shut up, Piper!” Marissa yelled and knelt down with Sherry. “Polly, stop fighting it. It won’t hurt if you don’t fight it.”
“Polly, you’re going to hurt yourself,” Sherry said and reached out to help Polly sit up.
Polly swung her foot up so quickly I barely saw it before it was too late but not for Merrick. He blurred over to her and caught Polly’s bare foot inches from Sherry’s face.
Sherry went wide-eyed and exhaled, then let Merrick pull her back into his lap, a safe distance away on the couch. He seemed reluctant to not be touching her anyway, like he needed assurance.
“Polly.” Marissa was back at it, but Polly wasn’t giving up.
I was still puzzled as to what was going on. Then I heard Simon in my head. I looked up to see him standing at the edge of the commons room.
 
It’s the Muse’s Wrath. It’s compulsion. She can make you do something or see something. She can even see things that haven’t happened yet but it’s pretty much haphazard visions. Unfortunately, not always useful. Anyway, if you fight the Muse’s Wrath it hurts, bad. If you just follow through with whatever task she’s given you, you’re fine. Looks like our friend here is fighting it.
 
I nodded a thank you for the explanation and he turned, apparently having seen enough. I kind of missed Simon. I hadn’t really had the chance much to talk to him or spend much time with him since we’d been at the bunker.
He was a killer at chess. We’d play at the cabin sometimes when I got home from work. He claimed King Louis XIV of France had taught him, as he had been an avid chess player.
He’d told me all about his travels, he called them, his times that he came to earth. King Louis was the only real famous person he guarded, but I still thought that was pretty cool. He had spent nearly two months here with him, which Simon told me was almost unheard of for Keepers to do before all this business started with the Lighters being here.
I snapped back to attention when Polly finally sat up and started spouting all kinds of gibberish. Then she doubled over again and screamed, writhing on her side on the floor.
The warm soft hand in mine squeezed. I looked over and Lillian had her head turned and eyes closed. She didn’t want to see this. It wasn’t pretty, I would grant her that.
“Hey,” I waited for her to look up at me, “you don’t have to stay here. You’ve been through enough already. I can do this and you can go rest or grab a shower. I’ll check on you later.”
She smiled sweetly, then reached up and kissed me.
Yes, kissed me, in front of everyone.
I wondered if she was doing me a favor, trying to dispel any lingering rumors that anyone might have about me and Sherry, but the kiss was too quick, too soft, a peck really. She wasn’t doing anything of the sort – well, maybe a little – and I fell in love with her a tiny bit right there for it. She wanted to tell me that she wasn’t going anywhere, but thanks for caring about her.
She smiled up at me and I smiled back down at her. When I turned back to the drama I saw that everyone else saw us. And everyone was puzzled. No one knew anything about that little development but Sherry, whom I glanced at to see if she saw and got a sideways grin from her. I just grinned, too, and let everyone think what they wanted to.
Polly sat up again and this time, her voice was strong and clear.
“My gift is visual compulsion. I made Merrick see a vision of Sherry and Cain. I made him relive that vision in his mind on a continuous loop as instructed by Piper. Usually, my compulsion lasts for multiple days, but Merrick’s only lasted two. Piper threatened me, said that if I didn’t do what she wanted she’d do something to me to make you make me leave. She said, you’d believe her because she was a Keeper. I didn’t want to be out there alone, so I did it.”
Then she shook her head, breathed deep and looked ahead like she had no idea what to do or what she had done.
Everyone, once again, turned to look at Piper.
“Well,” I said since everyone else was silent, “I say a good old fashion hanging is in order.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR – THE TAKER
Hunk Of Burning Love
THE MANOR WAS just how I remembered it, or how Crandle remembered it rather. It was quant, though quite large for a house in these parts and in this time.
In my day, all there was were mansions and castles. That or squat. You were somebody or you were nobody. You lived or you didn’t. I guessed, compared to the mediocre surrounding the manor, I was living.
They knew I was the old me. At least I thought they comprehended. It was so tiresome, dealing with the Lighters minds with their blind obedience, ignorance and not much else. Not like humans, at least they thought for themselves. Humans could process requests and commands and not have to be told, slowly and word for word, what the instructions were. And God forbid something went wrong, the Lighters had no idea what to do but pummel whatever was nearest to them.
In my day as a human I was practically a God. I was the King’s nephew when the Lighters invaded England. Back then it wasn’t world domination on the agenda. It was just kingdoms, one at a time.
Some say I was spoiled, but I called it pampered. There was a difference. I lived in the castle with the king. I wasn’t his heir or anything but may as well have been. The king’s son, my cousin, was a pompous idiot who took longer to get ready for functions than the queen herself did.
He was prissy and whiny and so shiny. He had more metal on his person than the Royal Guard; hat buckles, belt buckles, shoe buckles, cufflinks, rings, dainty charm bracelets. Anything that brat could get made of silver, he did. It was embarrassing to be in his presence when the sun was shining. He reflected light like a lighthouse.
The king loved me and I…well . . .didn’t love him, but was happy where I was. I had no intentions of doing anything but being important. And it so worked for me. I had girls a plenty, sometimes two at once every night and at every event, I was the prize catch to go home with. Or upstairs I should say, as all worthy balls were held at the castle itself.
Many a girl lost her precious virtue to my charms. It was almost comical how easy it was to slip past those laced up knickers that they claimed were welded so tightly shut until a ring was placed on a certain finger.
Ha! Not for me!
I had no intentions of marrying, though I could have held on to my game. I just wasn’t interested. Then I died in a freak buggy accident and was absorbed by a Lighter trying to enter my body and take it over. I remembered the darkness, the horrible pain of my life leaving my body as I floated, but I was stronger. I wouldn’t give up and I won. I remembered the feeling of being invaded by others, more than one. I suddenly knew and understood everything all at once.
The Taker could only come into the world when someone worthy and strong enough to handle him could be embodied. I was the Taker for a few years, I lost track. Those were the best years of my life. Then, some fool got a stroke of luck and was able to set the castle on fire while I slept. I didn’t make it and I remembered, as I sat in the corner and burned, knowing I was dying and the fun was over, how truly pissed I was. Dead forever this time, at eighteen.
And now, here we were, 21st century and America. What a dreary and ugly place. No rolling hills, no houses worthy of mention, no courts or balls or bath houses. Nothing of amusement. I blew out an exasperated bored breath and let my forehead rest against the cool window pane of the sitting room, let the memories of the Takers after and before me settle in. We shall see what these times might have to offer me.
 
I waltzed into the master bedroom and looked around. The clothes in the closet as well as the ones on my body were disgusting, not just dirty but in fashion as well.
After I showered and put on some equally unfashionable attire from the closet, which I recognized now, everything was becoming clearer the more I relaxed and let the memories come in.
I headed downstairs to find my service men lined up in the den, waiting for me to address them. Waiting for the new course of action. I immediately began to lay down the law, letting them know I was no piddly Taker. I was the Taker.
“Out of my way, fool,” I growled to the one idiot half way blocking the doorway, though I had plenty of room to get through. He scrambled with apologies but I slapped him across the face. Everyone stilled. “I don’t want your sorrys, I want your obedience. A simple ‘yes, sir’ will do.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good. Now.” I turned to address the majority of them. “I am Malachi, your Taker and as far as you are concerned, there is no other. No past, no future, just me, here and now. I am back and I plan to stay. I know Crandle was very much interested in this human girl, this Sherry. I admire him, the man had taste. However, my plans do not include her unless she is to be my lunch or playmate. My plan is not to eliminate the humans. What purpose would that serve? My plan is to enslave them. They will work for us, do our bidding, become our brothers until every last Lighter has been given a new body, and to feed and entertain me. Other than that, they are not to be destroyed and needlessly killed. Is that understood?”
“Yes, sir,” a gruff chorus rang out.
“Good. Now, don’t get me wrong, I am in no way a human sympathizer. I don’t want them killed because they are of use to me. You don’t throw perfectly good . . .what are they called? Batteries? Yes, that’s it. You wouldn’t throw perfectly good batteries away now would you? No. And we won’t throw perfectly good humans away either. Only the ones who, after heavy persuasion, can’t be swayed will be eliminated. Now go. You know your jobs. We’ll meet with the Enforcers tomorrow evening to hash out a further course of action.”
“Yes, sir.”
As they walked out, I grabbed a particularly tall one. “You. Where are the girls?”
“Excuse me, sir?”
“The ladies, the whores, the followers who want nothing more than to bang the Taker,” I explained and watch him scramble.
“Uh . . .I’m-”
“Crandle didn’t have ladies for his pleasure?” I explained more slowly so he could understand.
He squinted and shook his head until . . .Light bulb!
“No, sir. He spent most of his efforts to find the human girl, Sherry.”
“What a waste and a disgrace. Then again, maybe I should meet this Sherry after all and see if she’s worth all the trouble. Ok. You get me girls, now. At least three and they better be young and hot.” I couldn’t help it. I rubbed my hands together in anticipation. “It’s been a bloody long time and I’m ready to play.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE – SHERRY
Restoration
Polly and Piper were both taken down to their rooms and told to stay put. To emphasize that order we put someone there to watch the doors, as their rooms were across the hall from each other. Miguel was the first to pull watch duty, though he had no idea why. Most people didn’t know what had happened and I was glad to keep it that way.
Everyone was told as we convened for lunch that Piper and Polly had used Polly’s gifts on someone here to harm them and they were being held until it could be decided what to do with them. That was a good enough explanation for everyone.
Piper was also berated for a good long while about threatening her charge and a Special. Jeff and the others couldn’t seem to fathom how she could do that. She stayed silent, cried her angry tears and refused to further address anyone, but Jeff didn’t give up.
“You cannot harm, in any way, emotional, physical or otherwise anyone if this bunker or you will leave. Are we on the same page, Piper?” Jeff asked, not deflecting his tone.
“Who died and made you boss?”
“Piper,” Jeff warned.
“Whatever,” Piper muttered.
Then Jeff turned to Polly. “You will not use your gift on anyone in this bunker again or you will leave as well.”
“So not fair! I shouldn’t be held responsible-”
“Are we clear?”
“Crystal,” Polly sneered and huffed.
She was upset too, but for different reasons. She thought she should get off the hook completely because Piper ‘made’ her do it. The Keepers explained to her that it was her choice to participate and she should have gone to someone else for help instead of letting Piper sway her choices. She squealed in protest, but eventually was taken back to her room by Miguel, and Piper was escorted by Ryan.
The Keepers were all about choice.
And Piper and Polly could no longer be considered friends. I heard them yelling all the way down the hall as they made their way to their rooms.
“Don’t bump me,” Polly growled.
“You bumped me!”
“Stop being a brat. It’s not my fault you’re stuck here. You got me into trouble!”
“You’re the brat! And spoiled!”
“So!”
Afterwards, we finished lunch. Margo, who had finally come down sometime during all the drama, sullenly made the soup I had prepared and tonight I’d make ramen noodles. Mmm.
Merrick was still feeling guilty and walking around like he had something to apologize for. I assured him over and over that I was fine. He hadn’t really hurt me.
Him pushing and grabbing me was where his biggest problem was. He had used physical force on me in anger, though he didn’t really have any control over it.
I decided it was time to put an end to his misery and hash it out, once and for all. I made sure Lily was with Marissa and Jeff before I retreated. They were just coming back from the hall where their room is and we were walking hand in hand. I asked them if they minded watching her for a while as I had to try to help Merrick get over all this. They understood and Marissa apologized again for not believing me.
Lily went to them eagerly and they skipped off to the second room together.
I pulled Merrick to our room for a little R & R. Requite and Restoration. Requite for the love he’d always shown me and restoration of his feelings that I trusted him and loved him completely.
He came with me but reluctantly, he wanted to stay out where people could see us, didn’t want to be alone with me, which I was some peeved about. He was afraid. If it had been so easy for Polly to do that before, she could do it again and make him hurt me for real he had said. But I knew he’d never hurt me.
“Sit,” I ordered him and locked the door behind me.
He sat down and I kneeled in front of him.
I explained how I knew there was something wrong the entire time he was angry with me. That I never doubted that he really loved me. That I knew something had to happen, to be resolved and was happy when it did.
He explained his feelings during it all. How he couldn’t believe how angry he was and felt guilty for yelling at me, but couldn’t do anything about it at the time. It overtook him. He told me how he really and truly thought I could just leave him and move on because he wasn’t human and wasn’t good enough.
And that hurt me more than anything else he had to say or do.
“I can’t believe after everything we’ve been through together, you’d think that.”
“You’re better than me, Sherry. I believed it because it was believable. It’s not crazy to think that Cain could have had feelings for you. You’re gorgeous and lovable, you’re sweet and you take care of everyone. I just assumed that someone else showed interest and you finally decided to act on it, this time.”
“That’s crazy! I’ve told you time and time again that that isn’t going to happen. I don’t know any other way to say it, Merrick!”
I was crying by this point, which he couldn’t stand. He was undone by my tears and his face fell. He started to wipe them away with his thumbs. “I’m sorry. Don’t you want me to be truthful?”
“Yes, always, but I don’t want you to think that.”
“But that’s how I feel,” he confessed as he pressed his head to mine.
“Listen to me.” I was upset, almost as upset as when he accused me to begin with because now he knew the truth and was still thinking that the day would come when I’d leave him for someone else. I pulled back. “If I wanted someone else I wouldn’t be with you. There’s so little time left to waste it on something your heart’s not in. I love you and I swear if this doesn’t stop I’ll . . .I don’t know, but I’m sick of it! There is no one else I want. How many times do we have to be together in this room? How many times do I have to tell you I love you? How many times do I have to marry you for that to be crystal clear?”
He seemed taken aback. I was yelling and he knew I was serious. I was scared too. Scared that I’d have to have this argument every month for the rest of my life, every time a semi cute new guy came into the bunker. I was not interested in that.
“I know you love me, but I just think that you didn’t date enough before all this and you had a bad experience. You haven’t experienced enough to see what’s out there and you’ll see something you didn’t even know you wanted in someone else later and that’ll be that.”
“Never. That’s the whole point in marriage, Merrick! You don’t get married until you find something better, then get a divorce. You know, even if I did see something else I wanted, which I won’t, I promise you that, I would never act on it. The whole point of this ring I’m wearing,” I picked my hand up in front of him in the dark, knowing he could see it, “is to show people, ‘Hey, I’m married, back off’. I would never do what you saw me doing with Cain in that vision. Not with him, not with anybody.”
“I know you think that now, but you can’t know what you’d do in the future.”
“Then why did you marry me?” I countered.
“Because I love you.”
“Then why can’t that be my reason? Who’s to say you won’t see something you like in another woman and leave me, huh?”
He snorted like that was the dumbest thing he’d ever heard. It pushed me passed the boiling point. My heart rate and breathing were out of control and I snapped.
“Merrick! Stop it! I’m not the kind of person to do that to someone else,” I fought it but I burst into a sobbing mess, “and for you to have so little faith in me, hurts worse than anything. I’d rather you’d pushed me into a hundred walls than to say that to me.”
I got up to leave. Our first real fight, without compulsion, and I was walking out. I thought he was going to let me go, let me walk out and leave him there, but no. Just as I reached the door handle and wretched it open he grabbed my upper arm and swung me around, kicking the door back closed with his foot. He pulled me to him and kissed me fiercely until I could neither breathe nor think.
He moved me backwards to the wall and continued to kiss me so deeply I thought I’d suffocate if he didn’t let up soon. But he didn’t, and despite my feelings, I didn’t die. He lifted me up and pressed me into the wall, his hand caressed my face, my arm, my hair, while his body held me in place. My legs instinctively wrapped around him. Then he pulled back enough to gasp out his words to me.
“I’m sorry,” he murmured low into my hair and neck. “You’re right. Here you are, the sweetest thing to walk this planet, and you’re mine and I can’t stop thinking about you not being mine. I’m sorry . . . It still just seems like a dream to me that you really want to be here with me. Maybe it’s the way this body reacts . . . I don’t know. It’s just so hard to accept that I could be what you really want, especially being a Keeper, not to mention be worthy of you.”
I pulled back so he could see my face in the dark and know I meant business.
“I understand that. I feel the same way about you, and I have never cared that you are a Keeper. Have I ever said or done anything to make you think that that bothered me?” I didn’t give him time to answer. “I can’t handle this anymore, Merrick. I can’t handle you thinking I’m playing some kind of game with you. Not only is it insulting, but it’s absolutely not true.”
“I know it’s not a game. You’re right. I was being an idiot. You’re just too good to be true sometimes. I promise I’m done, no more. I’m sorry, ok?”
I paused just a second and heard the truth ring out in his voice.
“Ok.”
I heard him exhale, like he’d been holding his breath. I realized I’d been holding mine, too.
“I missed you so much,” he breathed. He nuzzled my neck and kissed under my jaw.
“I missed you, too.”
“I’m so sorry for everything,” he said huskily as he continued to caress me.
“I know.”
“Forgive me.” I couldn’t speak, he wouldn’t let me as he seared me with more scorching kisses. “Say it. Say you forgive me, baby.”
“I forgive you,” I whispered against his chin.
“Say you want me.”
“I want you. I’ll always want you.”
“Tell me you need me here with you.”
“I do need you. I can’t live without you now, Merrick. You’re thoughtful and human and a great father to Lily and you drive me crazy in every good way. I love you.”
He exhaled, because he knew I was telling the truth. “That’s good enough for me.”
“Promise me that you’re done with this. Promise me that you understand that you are absolutely not getting rid of me even if you wanted to stuck with me.”
“With all my heart, I promise.”
“Good. Now please, stop making me talk.”
And he loved me and I loved him until it was so late, it was useless to even get out of bed. I learned why that little phrase about make-up sex rang so beautifully true.
 
I feel someone rubbing my arm. I wake up, fully expecting to see . . . Who? Who was I expecting to see? I’m in the Rabbit after all. Nobody ever rides with me but Danny. Matt refused to ride with me in it. We always took his big, quad cab Ford everywhere. But I had a feeling like I should be somewhere else, with someone else.
I pull off the ridge but am surprised at how dark it is out. It should be the afternoon. It should be . . .wait. Who’s that? A lady. Wait – I know her. Mrs. Trudy? I stop the car.
She waves to me and then she’s there, in the seat next to me. How do I know her?
“Hello, sugar.”
“Hey, how did you-”
“No questions, I just wanted to see how you were doing.”
“I know you.”
“Why of course you do. I’m only gone this world a few months and you already writing me off as a bad memory?” she asked playfully.
It all floods back. Everything. I remember her, her son, the bunker, her death. Merrick.
“Oh, Mrs. Trudy,” my voice cracks with emotion.
“No tears, honey, got no time for that.” She looks at me thoughtfully. “You are still just as pretty.”
“Mrs. Trudy, I miss you so much.”
“I miss you, too. But, darling, you gotta be strong, for my family. Our family. Be strong because things are coming. Bad, bad, and more bad things. You gotta be perseverant. Diligent. Careful. Understand?”
“Yes. No. I don’t know, Mrs. Trudy, I don’t know.”
“Yes, you do. You can do this. Everything hangs in the balance. Everything. We gotta tip the scales, sugar. So eat up.” She smiled. “Pack in all you got and be ready for whatever they got to throw at ya.”
She started to wave, her image waved and moved like ripples of water, and I remembered this. This is a dream. This is how people leave my dreams, just like my dad did. Her body swayed, then the background.
The ridge in front of us started to bleed and run like paint thinner splashed on a portrait. The rabbit was the last thing to go and I looked once more at Mrs. Trudy and she touched my cheek easily.
“You were the daughter I never had. Bye, sugar.”
“Bye,” I said through tears.
I awoke instantly and felt Merrick’s hand rubbing my arm, in his sleep. I took a deep steadying breath and wiped the tears from my cheeks. I didn’t know if the dream had been real, it felt real, but I needed it nonetheless. I needed a boost of Mrs. Trudy’s guidance and no nonsense encouragement. I needed the calm of my ridge for just a minute.
~ ~ ~
Later on in the morning, it was Sunday so there was no school lessons, no training lessons, no chores except kitchen duty, so I sat by the stairs with Merrick and Lily, Calvin and Lana, Jeff and Marissa, Lillian and Cain, and Danny and Celeste. We played Name That Tune, with me on the piano. Cain won, almost every round. He was pretty impressive.
Celeste had finally gotten her mom to come down during the night while everyone was sleeping but had now barricaded herself in her room. We just decided to give her time and leave her alone.
After a while Cain got out his guitar, which I didn’t even know he had brought one with him. It was a yellow wood Gibson acoustic. He sat down on the stairs in front of us and tuned it. He looked around and smiled shyly. I thought he looked kind of nervous, which was weird for Cain. He looked at Lillian and they smiled comfortably at each other.
Then he began to strum Collective Soul’s ‘Run’. He started to sing the words and I froze in utter shock. He could sing. Seriously.
Pretty soon, people gathered around and he played a few more and sang with that easy mellow voice. I joined in on some with the piano if I knew them but mostly just listened. He then played Mat Kearney’s ‘Where We Gonna Go From Here’ to honor Aaron and Mitchell since they were buried and we hadn’t gotten to have a memorial yet.
It was sweet of him to think of that.
Lillian was smiling through her tears the whole song. It wasn’t a popular song. With this group of people I figured only Cain and I had ever heard it but it was pretty and soothing. We cried, we sang and just remembered the ones we’d lost. There were so many now . . .
He played a few more tunes, including, by request from Josh, The Hollies version of “He Ain’t Heavy, He’s My Brother”.
I thought about my dad, my mom, Mrs. Trudy.
After Cain was through, he put down his guitar to indicate that his concert was over and people started talking again. Mostly about the ones who had died, funny stories or crazy things they’d said or done. Josh was telling a particularly hilarious story about his father.
Cain and I glanced at each other, remembering that we’d seen Josh’s father outside that night before the cave and we’d never said a word to anyone. Josh’s father wasn’t just dead like he thought. Josh’s father was a Lighter.
Which was worse.
“So anyway, he took this board, right?” Josh was very animated in his telling. “Like a piece of plywood and placed it over the hole in the window, only we had no way to prop it up or make it stay so, my dad came up with this crazy idea to use the mop. So he propped the mop up outside to hold the wood in place propped against the tree and we went to bed. Well, we heard a thud and a big crash and went to check. I was behind him and when we turned the corner to the kitchen, all you could see was the mop standing there. The mop head looked like hair and the tree branches looked like arms. Upright it looked like some lady was just standing there in our broken bay window. My dad screamed just like a girl. I thought he was gonna pee his pants.”
Calvin and Franklin literally rolled on the floor laughing and murmuring “pee his pants”.
We traded stories for a while and then I saw Lily start to nod off in Merrick’s lap. Then a quick look showed Merrick nodding off too. I remembered that we hadn’t gotten much sleep the past couple of nights, what with all the drama and uh, other things going on at night. Ahem.
I gingerly took Lily, and it was a hefty task, from Merrick on the floor and urged him by scratching the top of his head to follow me to bed for a nap.
I put Lily down and then we went to bed ourselves. By then it was lunch but I could care less. There were too many things on my mind.
We lay there and I decided to grill him, even though we were beat, on all the things that could happen, were happening and what he thought we should do.
“So, the new Taker has all the old Takers memories?” I asked after he explained as much.
“Yes. It’s like, the very first Taker and every one after him is kinda stuck in the new one. He has their memories, their thoughts so they know exactly what they were thinking about, what they wanted, what they had planned to do. It makes the new Taker all the more dangerous because he knows what worked and what didn’t.”
“Why can’t Lighters and Takers be female?”
“We have no idea. For whatever reason, Lighters in Lighter form are all males. We can only come here in the same sex of the body we take. Human females can be absorbed, but that’s it. They can’t be used as vessels.”
“How do they reproduce?”
He laughed.
“They don’t, honey. Neither do we. We are a limited number. That’s why it’s so hard on us when a Keeper dies. Because unlike humans, there will never be another one to come along and replenish the numbers. Just like Lighters, when they are all dead, they’re dead. Done.”
“So, I know it’s impossible, but if we somehow killed off the thousands of Lighters who made their way here, it would be over?”
“Yes.”
“But would the moon’s light return?”
“No. The moon would still be dark because the Lighters weren’t there.”
“Hmmm. I never understood that – wait. The glowing skin? They all just sat up there and glowed all night?”
He laughed again.
“You are so cute. Yeah, kind of. After everything you’ve seen, is that really so hard to believe?”
He left his arm there as my pillow, but shifted so he could be sideways to face me. I did the same.
“Yeah. It sounds so fake and weird. I always thought the moon’s light was a reflection of the sun’s light.”
“It was the only way humans could explain it.”
“Hmmm, I see. So, I’m not trying to be self centered or anything but . . .do you think I’ll have to worry, about this new Taker, you know, trying to come and take me?”
“I hope not. Like we said, I’ve never seen a Taker do that before. The human who absorbed him must have had a very strong sense of family. Some of the human stuff sticks around, just like it does with us when we take a body. Us usually more than them, but the Taker is very susceptible to human emotions and the Lighters really are when he’s here.”
“Well, good.”
“And besides, this Malachi is not new, he’s from England, back in the sixteen or seventeen hundreds. I remember he was particularly ruthless. He doesn’t like to kill humans, or at least he didn’t back then. He wants to make them his mindless minions and slaves, basically. He just wants to be treated like a king. Make them his maids, cooks, chauffeurs, army, his, uh, entertainment.”
He cleared his throat.
“What? You mean sex?” I whispered it like it was dirty, because I thought it was.
“Yeah.”
“Takers have sex? So it wasn’t just the last one who had an interest in it?”
“No, they are in human bodies. The body’s physical needs are the same as any other human. He doesn’t love them, he uses them and keeps them on staff specifically for that purpose.”
“What?” I felt my face scrunch in disgust.
“It is what it is to them. Some human men are the same way.”
“That’s . . .gross.”
Gross! Gross! Who would want to have sex with a Taker? I guess, to them he was like a rock star or the president or something. Eew. I was appalled also by, not just the devious nature of the Takers but how it mixed with the human stuff too. Humans had enough meanness in us without adding to it. I wondered if he hurt them or cared about them at all. If he was terrible to them and hurt them, wouldn’t they just not go back?
Then I remember the Takers compulsion. Oh, no. They stay because they can’t leave. My stomach tensed and I felt sick thinking of helpless girls, just trying to be loved and feel special, though going about it completely wrong and being turned into – for lack of a nicer word – whores for evil, against their will. I prayed that wasn’t true. I prayed that he was gentle with them and they at least wanted to be there.
I refused to ask Merrick if that was how it was with the girls, because I was afraid of his answer.
“Yeah, but it’s what the Takers do, most of them. I remember Malachi was extremely unruly about things like that. But the saddest part is the human women lined up willingly to be his next girl. Just to be put on the list, to be next because he won’t keep the girls for very long, is such a privilege to them.”
“Ok, can we stop talking about that? It’s making me sick thinking about it,” I whispered because I didn’t trust my voice. Suddenly I felt as if I’d led a very sheltered life.
“I’m sorry.” He kissed my nose. “Let’s talk about something else.”
I racked my brain for anything else. “So, he’s a Taker who’s done the job already, but with a free education of the last couple centuries.”
“Yep.”
“Sounds great,” I said sarcastically, “just great. I don’t know if I can handle much more of this. Things aren’t even really bad yet and I already feel so defeated.”
“That’s what happens when you lose people, but we can’t let that distract us. That’s what they would use against us, to take advantage. We always have to be diligent in our watching and waiting and training.” He pinched my ear gently when he said training. I couldn’t see his face in the dark but I knew what he meant.
“I know, I know. I promise I’ll make it to training lessons tomorrow. It’s Susan and Kay’s day to cook. I’ll be all yours.”
“Actually, you’ll be all Miguel’s. I’m just going to watch.”
“Why can’t you help teach me?”
“I don’t like the idea of practicing hits on you. Even if I accidentally hurt you, I’d have a hard time with that. It’ll be hard enough watching and not wanting to jump in to help you.”
Considering yesterday’s events, probably more so now than before.
“But . . .I want you to. I want it to be you. Miguel is so busy already and Kay will be cooking tomorrow so you can take her spot in training. With me.” I smiled smugly.
“Hmmm.” A pause. “We’ll see. I’m not too thrilled about the idea. It goes against my whole nature to even think about placing a hit on you. It’s bad enough watching someone else do it. ”
“Well, I’m the one who needs to practice right? So I’ll be doing most of the hitting. Right?”
“I guess.”
“Please,” I said and bit my lip, for his visual benefit in the dark.
“Alright, pouter,” he laughed, “you win.” He leaned close until our noses were almost touching and whispered. “But be gentle with me.”
“Maybe I will, maybe I won’t,” I teased. “I guess it depends.”
“On what?” he said and ran his palm down my arm.
“On . . .whether or not you take it easy on me. I’d rather, not.”
“I know you wouldn’t, but I think I’ll make that call. Like I said, we move faster than you and are stronger. I don’t want to hurt you by accident because I get caught up in the moment.”
“But you let the other Keepers practice on everybody else. You’re not worried about them getting caught up in the moment.”
 
Sherry, you are not everybody else.
 
“Fine.” Subject change needed. I wound a piece of hair around my finger and eased into the more stressful subject I’d been wondering about. “So . . .how would you go home, if you wanted to? And the Lighters? Just think home and click your heels three times?”
He of course didn’t get my Wizard of Oz reference.
“Uh, sort of. We have to mentally shed the body. It’s all about free will and personal decision. We have to mentally choose to shed the vessel and reclaim our true form, then decide to go home. It’s a process. It can’t be done accidentally and it won’t happen unless we really want it. It’s all very technical and precise.”
“Uhuh, so . . .technically, you could go home right now?” I asked cautiously.
“Technically? Yes, if I wanted to, though there’d be no job for me there, and with my Special, and all the other Specials with deceased Keepers down here, running around with no guardian, my conscience would be buzzing like crazy. I wouldn’t be able to stand it.”
“Your conscience?”
“Yeah. When we are working, from where I’m from, when a Special is your charge or if a newborn Special needs a Keeper, we get a buzzing feeling in our head. A nagging at our inner conscience telling us that someone needs us and it wouldn’t stop at all right now. You’d get no peace. It’d be painful, even, and when you are at where I’m from, it’s different. We don’t have all these human things to deal with, distractions, all you have to focus on is your charge. So, the nagging would literally drive us insane if we didn’t go to our Special.”
“What do you mean human things? You had emotions before you became human didn’t you?”
How could he have loved me if he didn’t?
“Yes. We had emotions, but on earth human emotions are so tied into your body and actions and reactions and bodily functions and whether you’ve had food or not and all kinds of things we never had to worry about before. To never feel pain, to never feel exhaustion or hunger or . . .jealousy. If your body was perfectly content, humans would be a lot more mellow.”
“Yes, that is definitely true. I know I get cranky when I’m hungry.”
“Yes, you do.” He tweaked my nose. “So . . .why are you asking me about all this?”
“Curiosity?”
“Is that a question or an answer?”
Just admit it, Sherry. “Ok, I was thinking about Piper.”
“Piper?” he said and I could hear the annoyance and shock in his voice.
That Keeper certainly ruined any chance she might have ever had to be close to Merrick.
“If she’s so unhappy here, why not just let her go home if that is what she wants? But I see why not now.”
“Why are you worried about Piper? You can’t think I’d ever be interested. Not now.”
“No, I don’t think that.”
He sat silently for a few seconds, and then blew out a long telling breath. “You feel sorry for her?” he asked incredulously.
I didn’t even have to think about it. “Yes.”
“Don’t you remember what she did to us? I say she deserves a little bodily prison after what she put us through, Sherry.”
“I know, and I’m angry at her, too, but that doesn’t mean that I want to watch her suffer. Especially if there was something we could do to help her, short of divorcing that is.”
I snorted at my lame joke, but he stayed serious. “Sherry,” he breathed and cupped my cheek. “Why? Why after everything that has happened to you can you still be so sweet and forgiving?”
He asked me softly, he wasn’t mocking, he just genuinely wanted to know.
“Well, I choose to be, Keeper. Just like you choose your actions, so do I. Though I do worry sometimes that I’m getting bitter. That one day I’ll snap and be epically bitter and nasty and mean and unlovable.”
“Won’t happen.” He pulled me closer into the warmth of his chest.
“I won’t be unlovable?”
“Well no, you won’t, but you won’t be bitter either.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because I just remembered that . . .I know you. If there was ever a reason to be bitter, it was at your parents for leaving you, it was for losing Mrs. Trudy, it would have been for what Phillip almost did to you and Marissa’s Muse vision on you and to the Lighters for everything else that has happened in the past almost two years. If that won’t make you bitter, nothing will, honey.”
I thought about it and he was right. I hated the Lighters and I hated to use that word, but I did. Would I want to sit and watch one suffer? Would I enjoy that? Absolutely not.
I thought about the Lighter we interrogated and remembered how I covered my face and flinched at Miguel’s tactics for information extraction.
“You’re right,” I conceded.
“I know,” he chuckled. “Sometimes it works out that I’m right.”
“You’re right a lot of the time. But mostly . . .” I teased him again.
“You, of course.” He smiled against my forehead, then snuggled me closer and rubbed his scratchy chin on my hair as I tangled our legs together. “Now close those gorgeous brown eyes and let’s get a few minutes of sleep before Lily gets up.”
“Yes, sir,” I teased.
“I love you, honey.”
“I know.”
And we dozed off for a few minutes, me feeling a little bit better about my personal damnation.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY SIX – LILLIAN
Beck and Call
TAKING CAIN AND my clothes off the drying racks in the laundry/ utility room, I remembered the last time I was in this room. Mitchell confessed his feelings for me and kissed me.
I missed him, something fierce. His was my best friend, but I had no doubt that someone was looking out for me, other than Keepers and guardians. God placed me with my parents after I was abandoned at a hospital when I was three days old, then with Michael right before my parents moved to Guatemala for a ten year mission trip, then into Mitchell’s care when I lost Michael, then Cain came along right before Mitchell died.
I’d always been taken care of and loved by someone, even when I didn’t deserve it. But . . .this was making me wonder. I was starting to wonder if Cain would be next in the line of Lillian’s collateral damage. If by loving me or protecting me you were somehow destined to leave this earth too soon.
Maybe I shouldn’t get so close to him. Maybe we should just stay casual friends, maybe that would be safest for him. I wasn’t usually so superstitious, but the evidence spoke for itself, no matter how much I’d miss the kissing.
I was so confused and hurt, but thankful. Was that weird? Probably, but it was how I felt.
And Cain, he had definitely been good to me. It had been one whole week since the fight where we lost Mitchell. It took me a couple days to muster up the grief I needed to let go. And when I did, it flooded me. I balled and sobbed and cried and ached inside. I felt guilty on more than one level and missed Michael, Mitchell and my parents, and wondered why everything bad that every happened to me happened.
You know how those go. Those pity party sessions. Those indefinite feeling, long drug-out cry phases.
Well, I had a particularly bad one last night, which, to be honest, was my last. I’d gotten it all out and it was all thanks to Cain. He sat in my room every night this week and held me while I cried and talked and remembered. And last night, while I sobbed loudly and stained his shirt with my tears, was the worst one yet. And like I said, it was the last.
He was so sweet, gentle and careful with me. He let me talk, asked me questions about Michael and Mitchell and seemed genuinely interested, not jealous. And I knew he had to be tired, he’d just gotten off work, but he still came every night and let me blubber on.
“I’m sorry this happened to you, but I’m here, whenever you need me,” he said one night. Then he said, “Don’t be silly. I’m honored that you trust me with all this,” another night when I apologized for crying yet again.
I wouldn’t make Cain sit through one more tear of me crying for another guy or anything else. It was gone, they were gone. It was time to move on and just remember them sweetly, but what to do about Cain?
Our days were spent laughing and goofing off together and the nights were spent with me a sobbing mess. It was a strange arrangement, but one I desperately needed. While he was at work, I missed him. It was weird. I barely know him but he had affected my life so thoroughly in these past couple weeks with his concern and gentle handling of me.
He hadn’t made any moves on me since I kissed him that day in the commons room either, just sat with me, checked on me and watched me intently. We ate lunch together every day and joked before he went to work, and then when he got home from work, he came to my room and checked on me again. Then I’d pull him down to lay with me. It was so sweet how he never insisted or assumed that I wanted him to stay until I made the move to do so.
Heck, he could stay with me every night for all I cared but I doubted he would. He only stayed because I asked him to and I needed him to. With my new found revelation on the bad luck of being with me, I wasn’t sure I should do that anymore.
Of course, I could be jumping to conclusions. Maybe, like Mitchell, he just felt like I had no one else and wanted to protect me or something. Maybe, that was all he felt. Maybe that was why he hadn’t kissed me since that night of the rally.
 
I took all my neatly folded clothes back to my room and stacked them in the corner. I made my pathetic pallet and brushed my hair out. Then I took Cain’s pile to his room. I started doing Cain’s laundry this week as a thank you for him putting up with my neediness. I bit my lip as I held up a pair of black boxers and tried to imagine what he’d look like in them. Then I mentally chided myself for doing such a thing. If only I was certain of how he felt about me.
I then walked up the hall to the commons room. It was a Wednesday.
Since Polly and Piper’s little stunt, they have been watched every minute of every day. We couldn’t very well make them stay locked up in their room forever, though most of us kinda wanted to.
We had a meeting. It was explained to everyone what they both had done, to a small degree to let Merrick keep his dignity, and why they were being watched carefully. We couldn’t use our gifts on each other, it was unacceptable. So . . . they stated that anyone else caught doing so, other than practice and training, would be removed from the bunker, including Piper and Polly, to fend for themselves. The good of the many has to outweigh the few. Now, whether they would actually kick someone out was left to be seen.
I seriously doubted it. I thought they were just hoping they never had to test it, though Jeff looked pretty serious to me. I learned in the past few days that you didn’t mess with Sherry or Merrick, or you dealt with Jeff.
So this is the first day those two have been completely left to their own devices. Polly accepted the cleaning duty with as much grace as a self absorbed priss could.
I watched her as she comically tried to dust the lights and sconces. Her nose was scrunched in disgust and she flicked the feather duster over the glass in her fingers and coughed and sputtered, shivering like it was painful to do so. It was just a little dust, jeez.
I kept moving. Piper and Cain should be outside checking on the garden. Poor Cain got stuck with Piper for help. Oh, well, if anyone could handle her crap, it would be him.
I walked by and startled, seeing Ryan sitting on the stairs where I hadn’t seen him before.
“Hey there, Lillian,” he said and smiled, straightening.
Ryan was so very sweet and cute. I’d only talked to him one other time and that was for him to show me how to work the energy saver water thing in the shower down the hall. We got to talking after that and wound up talking for almost an hour. He told me all about Calvin, his charge, and answered all my Keeper questions. He asked me a dozen questions about being a preacher’s daughter and being married and living in the mountains.
I thoroughly enjoyed it. He didn’t make any passes at me, just talked. He too was definitely fond of these people, Sherry in particular, and told me a few stories about her that made me laugh. He explained to me about how he objected to Merrick and Sherry in the beginning because he thought Merrick would be missing so much from home. Because he didn’t think humans and Keepers could have real relationships, that he didn’t understand it, but eventually, after getting to know Sherry, came to be happy for them. I swore, everyone loved that girl.
“Hey, Ryan. What are you doing over here all by yourself?”
“Just sitting. Thinking.”
“You ok?” I asked.
He seemed to be acting a little strange. “Oh, yeah. I’m fine. I’m really just guarding the stairs, though I’m not supposed to be. I’m still not very trusting of a certain Special.” He nodded toward Polly who was shaking a dust bunny off her sweat pant leg like it was a tarantula.
“I see. I can understand that.” I went to sit by him on the stairs. “After what they did, I can definitely understand.”
“I still can’t believe Piper. You just don’t do that to humans, let alone your charge. I just can’t see how she could do it.”
“Well, teenage girls are finicky and emotional. I remember being sixteen. It wasn’t all fun.”
“Yes, but she’s different. We all, Keepers I mean, deal with the accordance with our vessels, our bodies, but you can’t let the chemical emotions control you. We still have our thoughts, our morals, ourselves.”
“Is that why you objected to Merrick and Sherry? You think love is a chemical emotion?” I asked and watched his face to see how he answered.
“Yes, at first, I thought that. But I’ve seen enough to know that’s not true anymore. Piper should be able to control herself. I’ve never seen a Keeper behave this way before. It’s a little . . .disconcerting. It doesn’t give the rest of us much hope of overcoming whatever we might be going through ourselves.”
I watched him as he watched his hands in his lap. “What are you having problems with, Ryan?”
He finally looked up to me, seemingly startled by my question. “Nothing in particular. It’s not so bad, being human, just different. I’m really liking it here. If things weren’t so messed up, I think I’d enjoy it. See, I’ve only ever been here twice before and only for a couple hours. Most of the others have been here more often or for longer lengths of time.”
“What’s it like? Where you’re from?”
“It’s . . .there’s no way to describe it to you, Lillian. No human words to use. Maybe, one day, when we have lots of time to kill, I’ll try.”
“Deal, it’s a date,” I said cheerily and he snorted.
“And how would Cain feel about that?”
“What do you mean? Cain and I aren’t together. He isn’t even interested in that, I don’t think.”
“You think wrong. Simon is very talkative about his charge. And Cain isn’t exactly trying to hide anything. When he looks at you, you can see it, as plain as if I was reading his mind. I’ve seen it in others.”
I felt a little uncomfortable, talking about Cain without him here, and with a Keeper who has a direct line to Cain’s Keeper’s mind no less. It felt like eavesdropping.
“Well, it was nice talking to you, Ryan. I’m going to hold you to that talk, now. I want to know all about it.”
He smiled and looked at me like he didn’t believe it. “Sure thing, Lillian.”
“Ryan.” I paused and collected my thoughts. “You can come talk to me anytime, about anything. I may not know what you’re going through, but I can listen.”
“Thanks, I really appreciate that.”
I nodded to him and waved over my shoulder as I turned to leave and headed into the kitchen
“Hey, Sherry.”
Sherry was sitting on the counter in the kitchen.
“Hey, how are you feeling? Cain said you had a rough night.”
He did, did he? When did Cain see Sherry? Seemed to me like he’d been avoiding her.
“I guess. It’s ok. He helped me through it.”
“Good, I’m glad. I’m glad he’s here for you. He’s a really sweet guy to have around.”
“Yes, he is. So when did you see him? I thought he was in the garden.”
“Oh, he is. I took them up a glass of tea. I always do in the mid-mornings and afternoons, it’s so hot right now. Anyway, Piper is giving him heck for sure. When I walked up, she was complaining because her arms were getting more tan and red than the rest of her. I’ve never heard a Keeper with so much negative chatter.”
She jumped down off the counter, walked to the refrigerator and grabbed a pitcher of cold water out and made us both a glass.
“Thanks,” I said as I took it.
“You’re welcome.”
“How can you be so cool about Piper after what she did?”
“I’m not cool about Piper. I’m fiery hot about her . . . but what am I supposed to do? Ignore her? Berate her?” She shook her head. I could tell she was angry, but was tamping it down. “I just think, it’s not completely her fault, as much as I want to blame her. It sucks what she did and I can’t imagine even a human doing that, but I have no idea what it’s like to be trapped in a body that I don’t want to be in so, who am I judge.”
Wow. Sherry really was a selfless, altruistic martyr. I repeat, no wonder everybody loved her. Jeez, and she was so cute and unknowing of it and pranced around acting like she owed some kind of debt to everyone and was working double time to pay it back. Cain didn’t stand a chance around her.
“I guess. It’s just so weird to be holed up with criminals.”
“It is weird. I think everyone’s a little edgy but they are steering clear of me and I’m trying to . . . I don’t know. I don’t want to rile them, but I feel like maybe they just need someone to show them that we’re here for each other no matter what. I mean, Polly didn’t say anything about Piper’s threat because she didn’t trust any of us.”
“With good reason. She hasn’t exactly been very kind to any of us.”
“True, and you know better than anyone that Polly is not exactly BFF material either, but we’ve all got to learn to get along if we’re going to be stuck down here together. Maybe they can change or at least cope. That’s what I’m hoping.”
“Yeah, you’re right. It’s hard though, forgiving isn’t the hardest part, it’s the forgetting,” I said, thinking back to my daddy’s umpteenth sermon on forgiveness.
“Actually Lillian, I don’t think we’re supposed to forget. Then how do we learn any lessons? Forgive, but don’t forget. Remember but don’t dwell. Face facts but don’t forget the mystery.” She stopped and looked a little embarrassed. “Wow, I totally sound like a Hallmark card right now.”
“It’s ok,” I laughed, “I’m used to it.” Wow, I missed my dad right then.
“So now, tell me about your night out with Cain. I haven’t had a chance to talk to you about it.”
“Not much to tell. Didn’t learn anything crucial, I don’t think anyway.”
“Really? Cain said you guys had a good time. That you danced and you were a lot of fun . . . He also said you kissed,” she said smirking and wiping her hands on the dish towel.
“He told you that?”
That shocked me. I thought he wouldn’t want Sherry of all people to know we’d kissed. I mean, yeah, I kissed him and she saw it, but I kind of thought he might be upset with me about that. A little. Maybe not. If he would tell her that himself, then he must really be trying to move on, to forget his feelings for her. Hmmm. Or he was just trying to make her jealous . . .
“Yeah, he did. He seemed a little . . .oh, I don’t know, bashful about it, too. Not at all like Cain. What in the world have you done to him, Lillian?”
“What do you mean?” I said horrified by what she might have meant by it.
“I’m joking, honey.” She grabbed my hands and I was surprised at how small they were. “I mean you’ve got him all tied in knots. I’ve never seen him like this before. I mean, I haven’t known him that long, but . . . It’s a good thing. He really likes you, I can tell. I’m a human lie detector, remember?”
“Oh, yes, well, I like him, too. I do. He’s . . .really sweet.”
“Good, I’m happy if you’re happy.” She smiled widely and then turned to start chopping something. Looked like onions. “Can you help cook dinner tonight? If I don’t make the training session tonight, Merrick and Miguel are gonna have my behind.”
“Sure, of course.”
“Thank you. You know you should start lessons soon too. We all take them, just in case. They’re in the last room, down the hall by the stairs. They start at about 4:30 or so.”
“Yeah, I will. I always wanted to take a self defense class, just never got around to it.”
“Good, they’ll love a new recruit to pound on.” She winked at me over her shoulder. “Now, I made some sugar cookies with the last of the flour before our next run. If you want one, they are fresh out of the oven, right there in that cupboard.” She pointed to a high shelf above the freezer. “I have to hide them ‘til dinner time or they’d never make it. And sadly, it’s not the children I have to worry about.”
“Uh, how on earth did you get them way up there, shorty?”
She just smiled, patted my arm and left me there. I thought about how long it’d been since I had a cookie. I was getting thinner, as was everyone over the past months. I wasn’t sickly thin, just thinner. I wasn’t too happy about that though. Michael had always loved my curves.
I decided to try for the cookies.
I grabbed a chair and still couldn’t fathom how she finagled the cookies up there because I could still barely reach over the freezer top to reach the cabinet. I pushed my arms further and the chair slipped sideways from my one foot leaning on it that way.
Instantly I was airborne and on my way down to the hard tile. I braced myself for impact, but instead of hard floor, I felt hard arms. I looked up to amused eyes the color of the sea.
Cain.
“And what would you have done had I not chosen this moment to come into the kitchen, hmm?”
“Hurt all over?”
“I think you’re right,” he said laughing and put me back to my feet.
“Thanks. I’m so playing the cliché girl in distress role right now, aren’t I?”
“Kind of, yeah.” He laughed. “Can I ask what you were doing up there?”
“I have it on good authority that there are cookies up there.”
“Aha! So, that’s where the wench hides them! She thinks she can fool Ryan, Danny and me, but now, with your help of course, I have the I Spy cookie mystery solved. However can I repay you?” he said and took my hands, bowing before me playfully.
“Well, I can think of a few things, but right now, cookies will do.”
“You got it, gorgeous,” he said, winking and making my heart jump.
It always jumped with him around.
He grabbed my chair, righting it as it was tipped over, and hopped up on it with gracefulness. He reached the cabinet with ease and brought the heavenly smelling clear container down.
We got a couple cookies each and he replaced the container in the cabinet. We escaped the kitchen, the crime scene as far as cookies were concerned, and ran to the second room. He put on a CD, something by Switchfoot.
We sat on the bed together, leaning our backs on the wall and stretched our legs out. He must have come in and showered because he smelled clean, like Irish Springs soap. And divine.
“So, what have you been doing today?” he said through a mouthful of cookie.
“Mm.” I swallowed. “Not much. Laundry, so exciting. I talked to Ryan for a little bit and Sherry.”
He nodded and ate his second cookie in one bite.
“I’ve got to work later. Only three more days until the need warehouses open and I’m unemployed.” He sighed sadly.
“Yeah, well, I’m kind of ready for you to be. It sucks worrying about you while you’re out at night. I can’t believe you’ve still been doing it all this time anyway,” I said, fidgeting with my frayed shirt hem.
“Worried about me? What on earth for?” he said it softly and I looked up at him to see him eyeing me with the strangest look on his face, like he didn’t deserve someone’s worry.
“What do you mean what for? It’s kind of crazy dangerous out there if you hadn’t noticed.”
“Yeah, but I’ve been just fine. No one messes with me ‘cause I have such a pretty face,” he joked, but he still look bewildered.
“Well, that’s true,” I said and felt that familiar ping in my gut for flirting.
“Lillian, don’t worry about me. There’s no need to. I’m immune to the Lighter speak and besides, I’ll be useless soon enough.”
“You mean like the rest of us?”
“No, I didn’t mean it like that.”
“I know. It doesn’t mean you’re useless though. Everyone has a job here, right? The garden is pretty important.”
“Yeah, I guess,” he conceded grudgingly.
“Well, you could always join the enforcers,” I said sarcastically.
That had been Crandle’s big idea of helping the ones who lost their job at the grocery stores and restaurants instead of going on unemployment, to give them jobs in the enforcement unit. One more curse disguised as a blessing.
“I should.”
“What? I was joking,” I said, wondering how he could have taken me seriously.
“Yeah, but I could. Think about it. It would be great for spying and getting information and it would give me something to do.”
“No, Cain!” I yelled but then realized it and tried to tone it down. “I mean . . .I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have yelled, it’s just such a crazy idea, don’t you think? I mean, it’s bad enough what you do already, risking yourself every day. Right?” I exhaled, frustrated.
He reached over and grabbed my hand. “What’s the matter, Lillian?”
“Nothing.”
“Tell me.”
“It’s stupid. And girly.” I suddenly felt very, very stupid.
“Tell me,” he repeated.
“Cain, just don’t, ok. I don’t want—”
He scooted over so that our legs were touching and then pulled me to look at him with a warm palm on my cheek, his thumb rubbing caresses. “Tell me,” he whispered the command and his breath moved the hairs around my face because he was so close.
“It’s just . . .I have this theory.”
I told him the whole bit. About God watching over me, about how every person who ever tried to protect me died or left. I procession down the line of deaths and abandonment’s to further my point. Then, as much as it pained me, I had to tell him and I explained that we should remain friends, though I had no idea how he really felt about me. It was for the best because I didn’t want him to die, too. The more I talked, the crazier I sounded, I knew.
He stared at me with contemplation and weariness for a bit, like he wasn’t sure how to handle me, then he spoke.
“Lillian, you are not to blame for anyone’s death. There is a God in the universe, yes, but he isn’t out to watch you play musical chairs with all your boyfriends and family members, ok? You’ve just had a run of bad luck and bad timing. And . . .look, I know that our short time together hasn’t been glamorous. It’s been very strained and emotional, but despite that, I love spending time with you. I really like you, a lot. A lot more than I ever have anybody else in just a couple weeks’ time.” He moved a little closer and kissed the end of my nose so sweetly my breath caught. “Don’t push me away or forbid me to see you before we even really have a chance to see if this can work or not, not because you’re scared for me. Please, I want nothing more right now than to get to know you even more.”
It took me a minute to catch my breath. When I did I blinked and tried to find words. He watched my lips fighting breath in and out and then moved in to kiss me. I couldn’t let him.
“Please, don’t,” I said breathlessly. “It’s hard enough already, Cain. Look, if I lost you, too, after all this . . .”
“You can’t just not live because you’re worried you’ll lose people. If that’s the case why would you get close to anyone, huh?”
“It’s different, there’s a pattern-”
“Screw the pattern, Lillian. I’m not gonna die because I’m interested in you. God is not out to get me or you. There is no agenda in the universe to curse Lillian. Bad things just happen sometimes and if you let it run you, you’ll have nothing in the end.”
“I know, Cain, ok, I know it’s silly and stupid.” I wanted to cry but his hands were still on me and I couldn’t do it. Not now. “I would be pretty selfish if I just made the decision to be with you, knowing what I know, and then something happened to you. I’d never forgive myself.”
“Then I’ll make the decision for you.”
He pulled me to him and pressed his lips to mine and though it devastated my senses to do it, I pulled back quickly.
“Cain! Please, I can’t even think with your hands on me,” I gasped, which I ultimately knew then that was a mistake.
One hand traveled to the back of my neck—his control tactic, I knew. “Look, if you’re not ready or don’t want me to, that’s one thing, but being scared for me is another. If you’re not ready . . .stop me and I won’t try again, I promise.”
My brain told me to rebel, to push him away for his own good, but my body was being disobedient. He waited just a few seconds, his blue green eyes like grass in the sea, looking straight into mine. Then he pulled me closer and I closed my eyes in blind anticipation. Knowing he wouldn’t try again made me want to kiss him this time, made me realize that I did want him to, despite my protests.
Our lips met gently. He eased me into a slow sweet easy kiss. I couldn’t take it so I wrapped my arms around his neck and heard a low grunt or mutter, but didn’t hear the words as he opened my mouth with his and kissed me deeper. He continued to kiss me until I was witless. There was no frisky roaming hands, no tugging on my clothes, no ploys to reach for private skin. Just kissing – intense, vital to life kissing. It was extremely nice and exactly what I needed and wanted.
My heart beat a mile a minute just like his against my chest, out of sync with mine, making me feel like it was beating triple time. My breathing was terrifyingly loud, but I couldn’t seem to stop.
Then we heard someone shuffle in and stop, speaking quickly. “Oh . . .sorry,” a low, easy voice said.
It was Merrick stopped just in the doorway. We both pulled back and I tried to get up from the bed to flee in embarrassment, but Cain held me in place by a hand on my leg.
“It’s ok, Merrick.” Cain cleared his throat. “Did you get the drain fixed in the hall bathroom?”
“Yeah, Pap’s pretty handy actually with stuff like that,” Merrick said and I could tell he was trying not to stare and it even looked like he was holding in a laugh.
“Good, I can’t do plumbing but I figured Pap could. He’s kind of a jack of all trades.”
“He is, thanks. I think he liked being useful. I only heard one negative thing from his mouth the whole time and that was that you were being lazy and weren’t helping us. Though . . .now I see why.” He smiled, clearly amused. “Hi, Lillian.”
“Hey, Merrick. We stole cookies.” I just blurted it out, anything to get him to stop smiling at me like that. No doubt Cain and Merrick would converse and plunder of the whys of that grin later anyway.
“Lillian! He’s the enemy!” Cain said incredulously.
“What?”
“He’s the cookie maker’s husband,” he stage whispered extra loudly.
“Oh! I see. Well, we could always bribe him with cookies.”
“He won’t be bought, I’ve tried.” Cain smiled at me and then turned to Merrick. “Don’t betray us and tell the little wife.”
“She’s little, but she’s vicious. You are putting me in a very difficult position,” Merrick said with arms crossed and a mock shake of disappointment to his head.
I stared at him, puzzled. I was mesmerized at his ability and want to joke and goof off. None of the other Keepers I’d seen had ever done that. I didn’t even know they could. It was fun to watch. No wonder Sherry and Cain loved Merrick so much. He was so . . .human.
“Oh, I have no doubt you can take little old Sherry.”
“For your sake, I won’t tell her you said that.”
We all laughed.
“Aren’t you late for work, slacker?” Merrick asked, looking at his watch.
“Nah, they cut my hours this week since we only have a few days left. Hardly anybody comes in the shop anymore anyway. It’s a sad day when the world can live without coffee.”
“Do you think you can swipe some creamer on your way home? Tell your boss you’ll take his supply off his hands?”
“Yeah. Actually, I already talked to him about it. He said I could take the creamer and coffee grounds. He hasn’t placed an order for more in a long time, not much left anyway.”
“Great, thanks. Sherry will flip to have real creamer in the house.”
“Yep, no problem.”
“Alright. I’m sorry I interrupted,” Merrick said and smirked, shooting a quick glance at me. “I’ll, uh, let you get back to it.”
Cain picked up a throw pillow, tossing it at him and Merrick laughed as he dodged it and left.
“Sorry, he’s just playing around,” Cain explained.
“I know. I can’t believe how . . .”
“How normal he is?”
“Yeah. I’ve never seen a Keeper act so human like that before. I mean, they do act human, but not joking and laughing like that. They are always so serious.”
“Danny and Sherry really brought him, and really all the Keepers here, out of their shells by treating them like humans. Most people don’t. You treat them like they’re aliens just here to help us and that’s what they’ll act like. I know you’ve talked to Ryan some, but he can be such a hoot. And Jeff. He’s just crazy, don’t get him started and you’ll be fine. And Merrick, he’s the best friend I’ve ever had. It’s strange.”
“Why strange?”
“Because, I always had friends, but they weren’t real. None of it was real. They’d stab me in the back for a hot girl in a second, but Merrick, he’s not even from this planet, but I know I can trust him and he’s always got my back. I can joke with him and he knows it. I can fight Lighters with him and know I have nothing to worry about.”
I wondered if that was why he refused to give in to his feelings for Sherry, because it wouldn’t be fair to Merrick.
“Well, whatever it is about him, it’s nice. I always wondered what kind of relationship Sherry could have with a Keeper.”
“Yeah, they are really awesome together.”
I looked at him to see if he was upset or maybe wistful thinking about Sherry with Merrick but he wasn’t. He was looking at me with amusement and something else. Something nice.
“Well, that’s great for them.”
“So . . .are we good? I’m sorry if I was pushy earlier,” he asked and half-smiled not looking a bit sorry.
“Yeah, we’re good. Believe me, if I hadn’t wanted you to, I would have stopped you.”
“So, you admit you wanted me to?” he said and leaned forward a little bit to see my face, smiling. I smiled too and tucked my hair behind my ear. He reached up to trace the path I took to do it. “I love it when you do that.”
“Why?” I asked, but felt my lips curving up again.
“Because it tells me what you won’t. That you’re shy and loveable and unsure about yourself. Though I’m not sure why you’re unsure. I’ve kissed you three times now and that should tell you something about how I feel about you.”
“So, you get all that from me pushing my hair around?” I teased, loving that I could tease him and he completely got it.
“Yep.” Oh, I loved his cockiness, his playfulness, his eagerness.
“Ok.” He slapped his palms down on his legs. “I really do have to go to work now or I will be late.”
“Well, have a good night and don’t forget Sherry’s creamer.”
He got up and pulled me from the bed by my hands, scooting me to the edge then lifting me to stand very close in front of him. He grabbed my hands at our sides.
“You’re not still worried about that, are you?” he asked softly and I knew exactly what he was talking about.
About his feelings for Sherry. “Not really.”
“Not really, or not at all?”
“Not really,” I answered truthfully.
He sighed. “Lillian, you’ve got to get some self worth. Go look in a mirror, go watch the other guys in the bunker watch you, go listen to what everyone says about how sweet you are. You have no idea how great you are.” He nuzzled my nose with his. “I think you could make me forget just about anything. I’m really enjoying this,” he said softly, dragging out each word slowly like they were each important.
He did the most extraordinary things. Sweet one minute, cocky the next, teasing, then kissing, then talking about Keepers, then rubbing noses? It was fascinating.
“I am, too. I just don’t want you to think that I would think that you’d be over her in a week. I can be realistic and patient. In fact, I still feel confused about Mitchell myself so…”
“You do?”
“Yes.” Seeing his frown I hurried to explain. “No, not like that. I just still really feel bad about, you know, him thinking like he did. It scares me a little bit. I did like him, but . . .” I steeled my courage, “not the same as I feel for you. Not even close.”
“I don’t think you have to worry about Sherry anymore,” he whispered firmly.
He bent down and kissed me again, his hands immediately came up to my face. We kissed for only a moment and then he reluctantly released me, keeping his face close.
“I really do have to go.”
“I know. Go,” I said and laughed at his pained expression. “I’ll be here when you get home.”
He laughed, too, which was my intention. Where exactly would I go?
“I’ll come check on you when I get home . . .but I’m not so sure it’s a good idea for me to sleep in your room anymore,” he said looking pensive, but happy, and I smiled up at him.
“Why? Worried about my self control?” I teased.
“Nuhuh, I’m worried about mine.”
He pressed one last quick, soft kiss to my stunned upturned lips and turned to go, smiling smugly.
I walked into the kitchen in a daze to start supper wondering how in the world I could have had such an array of feelings for someone after such a short time.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN – MERRICK
Easy Does It
“GOOD OF YOU to join us, slow poke,” Sherry goaded as I walked in, well after everyone else had started the training lessons.
She was sparring with Miguel. Well, I wouldn’t actually call it sparring, more like dodging, because Sherry refused to take a hit, insistent that she didn’t want to hurt anyone. No one had the heart to tell her she couldn’t actually hurt any of us, even if she wanted to.
“I was talking to Cain . . .and Lillian.”
“Really. Well, I’m sure Miguel is tired of doing basics with me when there are plenty of others who need his help, so I’m glad you’re here.” She smiled, walked over to me and pulled me down to kiss me. “Now, are you ready to hurt?”
I laughed and shook my head at her. “Sure. Let’s go over here.” We walked over and I tried to explain as I went. “Ok. Now, when someone is coming at your head with their arm, duck down.” I corrected because she bent down at the waist instead. “No, not duck, bad word. Squat. Then you punch his groin. See.”
I demonstrated the move.
“Oookay, but for the record, I’m not really thrilled about punching some Lighter’s junk.”
“Junk?”
Her eyes glanced meaningfully down to below to my belt and I got it. I laughed and had to chide her. We’d never get any work done like this. “Honey, I need you to focus. Be serious, ok. We’re going to practice this move and I’m going to swing at you slow first, then fast. I want you to squat and punch each time, ok? Punch my leg for practice.”
“Ok.”
I admit, it was a little hard for her to squat with a walking cast on, but we still needed to try. We took a stance in front of each other and I swung slow motion. She squatted and punched like I told her to but she hit air, not my thigh.
“What’s the matter?”
“I just want to practice like this. I don’t want to hit you.”
“You won’t hurt me. I want you to know what hitting feels like. You’ll hurt yourself in a real fight if you’ve never hit anything before. Now hit me.”
We went again. She barely tapped me.
“Honey.”
“Merrick.”
“Come on. These sessions are pointless if you’re not going to try.”
“I am trying! I’ll remember everything like this. I just don’t want to hit you.” I sighed and she came up to me and hugged me around my midsection. “We talked about this. I know I can’t hurt you, I’m not stupid, but I don’t want to hit you. I don’t like how it makes me feel. Please. Let’s just practice.”
I scrubbed my face with my hands and sighed again.
“Fine. Let’s practice this a few more times, then we’ll practice kicks with the pillows.”
“Ooh. I love the pillows,” she said and smiled, taking her defensive stance again.
I smiled, too, rolling my eyes at her, and we set off. Then punching practice pillows. Then she did some maneuvering with getting out of holds with Miguel as I worked with Lily on her gift.
Whoa. That choking thing was no walk in the park. She didn’t even concentrate, just thinks of it, touches you anywhere and instantly you start to feel it. I wasn’t sure I wanted to do that with her again. Besides, she seemed to have it down anyway and she was extremely cute asking me if I was ok. Apparently, she couldn’t stop it. It had to just run its course.
I turned back to watch Sherry. She was working with Ryan and Miguel, trying to knock their feet out from under them. Again, refusing to make any real contact. Then Ryan grabbed her around her neck and shoulders. She wiggled and squirmed, tried to turn, tried to jerk away and push at him, but to no avail, so she gave up, letting her arms go slack to her sides and pouting slightly, all disappointed in herself. Then Ryan whispered something in her ear from behind and tickled her side with his free hand, sending her into a giggling fit.
I laughed and just kept watching. Everyone loved her. Everyone loved each other and most put their differences aside to be able to coexist, even though it was not easy. It’s the most human I’ve ever seen people act.
When I came here before during crisis, no matter what decade or century, the humans were always the same; self centered, reckless and greedy. There were always good ones too, but in a majority of people, those were the traits that come out in times of trouble. The gift of free will let them choose to be pitiless and callous but this group was different. This crisis is different.
Now Miguel and Ryan were coming from both sides with Celeste and Sherry in the middle. Celeste’s gift was all in her mind so she needed just as much physical training as Sherry did. Miguel grabbed Sherry’s neck and I winced at the memory of the Lighter in Phillip’s body doing that to her. She slammed the inside of his elbow with the heel of her palm hard, like he showed her before. He was testing her and she passed.
That loosened his grip enough for her to twist and duck under his arm and kick him in the back of the knee with her heel from behind, forcing it to buckle. He fell forwards down on the floor and she looked horrified. She ran over and fussed over him, like she actually hurt him.
“Oh! Miguel! I’m so sorry,” she said patting him and turning him over.
“Don’t be, love, I’m fine, that’s what I wanted you to do. It was awesome.” He saw me walk up behind her. “This is one tough Sheila you got here. She just kicked my arse.”
“I saw.” I helped him up with a hand out. “It was highly entertaining.”
“Miguel, I’m so sorry. See! This is why I don’t like hitting for real!”
Sherry still looked stricken at actually having put down Miguel. If she would just look up to my face and stop freaking out she’d see how proud I was of her.
“This is training. I wanted to see what you could do. I want you to hit me, kick me, push me, whatever. Make me look like a fabulous teacher. And you, trying to look all innocent walking in here. You’re a real conch at this, aren’t ya?”
“Did you just insult me, Miguel?” Sherry asked, putting her hands on her hips, but she looked on the verge of laughing.
“No, love, it means smart.” He grinned at her. “Ok, now let’s go do some more holds. You can practice on Danny next. We all know he could use a good kick in the rear.”
I saw Lily chasing Celeste around the punching pillows and when I looked back, Sherry was being thrown over Danny’s shoulder in a blatant show of machismo. She squirmed and was doing that little girly scream. You know, half scream, half giggle. Miguel, Ryan and Celeste, holding Lily, were laughing. Even Lily was giggling at the show.
I walked over and decided to help the once again in distress Sherry.
“Hey! Put her down, boy, or there might be trouble,” I yelled playfully.
“Make me, grandpa!” Danny stopped and yelled back.
“Don’t take that, Merrick! Make him pay,” Calvin yelled and ran over like he was about to join into the fray.
“Yeah,” Franklin joined in, “rip his arms off!”
“Ouch. That’s harsh. I give,” Danny said laughing and put Sherry’s feet back on the floor.
“My heroes!” she yelled in a southern belle accent and chased to kiss Calvin and Frank.
They bolted, running circles in the room.
“No! Toxic kisses! Run for your lives!” Calvin yelled and they ran from the room.
We laughed. Calvin and Frank were pretty funny. And Sherry had the ability to put anyone in any age group at ease.
“Eleven year olds,” she scoffed. “Most guys don’t run from my kisses,” Sherry teased and sidled up to me in the corner as everyone else followed them out.
“I know I don’t,” I whispered in her ear and picked her up. She wrapped her legs around my waist and her arms around my neck. “You’re doing so well with the training. I’m really proud of you.”
“Really?”
“Really,” I said firmly and her mouth quirked, fighting a smile. “Now, kiss me, wife.”
“Yes, sir,” she said, letting the smile come.
She kissed me. She always did. It surprised me actually. I’d had plenty of years of watching women and the strange things they did. I’d heard all kinds of excuses that girls gave to spurn men’s advances. They were tired, they just ate, not in the mood, not now, not yet, I’m watching my show, I have a headache.
Not Sherry. I thought back to our short life together so far and Sherry has never, not once, given me an excuse. If I wanted her to kiss me, she did so willingly and smiled about it. If I wanted her, she practically ran ahead of me to make it happen. Man, I loved her so much. She was the anti-girl girl.
 
We started to smell rice, onions and pork and made our way out to the kitchen to form our usual line to proceed through and fill our plate. Sherry and I took ours to the wall beside the record player with Lily.
We ate our supper and laughed at Lily telling us about how she beat Calvin and Marissa in tic-tac-toe after her school lessons.
Then Jeff turned on the news and we all sat in stunned silence. Malachi was there. Right there on the screen for all to see, as pompous and dangerously cunning as ever. He was young and handsome, making him all the more treacherous.
Jeff shhed everyone and turned it up as the new Taker stepped up to the wood podium and began his speech, with flashbulbs clicking and lighting in ecstatic fashion.
 
“Hello and welcome, friends. At least, I hope all who are present are friends today. We have among us, in our cities and streets and homes, traitors. Not just traitors to me, but traitors to us all. Traitors to our beliefs, our families, our needs and lives. Our freedom.
“I want you all to take a walk with me. A walk in our minds and think about where we are, where our lives are headed. I see independence from the government. I see freedom from persecution from Keepers and other factions that come against us to destroy us. I see a way to live our lives to the fullest.
“Hear me when I say that the Keepers day will come. I make it my vow and solemn oath that as long as I am a member of the human race, I will not stand by and watch you suffer. Keepers, if you can even call them that. I call them terrorists, because that’s what they are. The definition of terrorists is simply this – the use of violence and threats to intimidate or coerce. They want to terrorize you into believing them and giving them your lands, your homes, your jobs, your lives, but we won’t stand by any longer. We have a new way to protect ourselves. The enforcers.
“Who is capable enough to be an enforcer you ask? All people. Anyone who wants to shield others from injustice. We won’t let them take the only thing that is completely free in the world to us. Our lives. We won’t have it. Who’s with me? Who else is willing to stand with me against the injustice of our people? Our mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters, our children.
“Come! Join us in the fight. Join us in the battle. Join us in this melee of sabotage! Together we can beat this enemy! And to make sure that it gets done with haste and due diligence, I am offering a reward. $1000.00 for anyone who brings me a Keeper or someone who is associated with one. $1000.00 for each one you bring me. Now go and make me proud.”
 
And the crowd went wild. Great.
“Not good, Merrick,” Jeff bellowed and had already started pacing. “Not good.”
“Jeffrey, calm down. We knew it could come to this eventually. The need warehouses are starting, we won’t be going out that often anymore anyway, and we’ve got the garden. It’ll be alright.”
“I know that, but this will only create a different set of problems. People will start hunting us instead of just being cautious of us. There will be people snooping around here now. Going through every abandoned place and home. They will find the others who are hiding and they will find them quickly, and there’s not a thing we can do about it.”
“We can find another way to reach the others,” I answered but had no idea how.
I knew he was right. We were lucky to have the set up we did. Most of the others probably didn’t have TVs, or something to even know what was going on.
“Well,” Miguel cut in, “we could always do our own hunting. There are a few of us I’m sure who would be willing to track down the others hiding and bring them here. I’m not sure how many we’d find in this town, but we could look. We ain’t got a Buckley’s chance if we don’t at least try. I’d go.”
“I’d go. I know Cain would go, too,” Ryan chimed.
Simon stiffened. “Ryan, now that’s not fair. Don’t volunteer my charge when yours isn’t even capable of going,” Simon said, but he wasn’t angry, he was just worried.
“I’m sorry, Simon, but you know Cain. He won’t sit here while we go, you know that,” Ryan urged.
“I know,” Simon conceded unhappily.
“Ok, ok, hold it. Just hold it. I’m not so keen on sending people out anymore. I’m thinking no more people out at all and you all are trying to send people out more often?” Jeff said and sank back down into the sofa, Marissa rubbing his leg to soothe him.
“We’ve got to do what has to be done. Right? We can’t just not alert the others who may not even know that the hunters are coming for them,” Miguel stood up and resumed Jeff’s pacing path.
“I agree,” I said and heard Sherry’s little gasp beside me. “It wouldn’t be fair to let them sit out there like ducks on a pond.”
“Merrick,” Sherry breathed my name but I knew I was the only one who heard her.
I took her hand in mine and squeezed it.
“It wouldn’t be feasible to do it often,” Jeff conceded looking less than happy. “We’d definitely get caught that way. Maybe once a month or so? Do a sweep of the town and maybe the outskirt homes, as much as we could do in one night. It’ll do no one any good for us to get caught.”
“Yeah, we can’t do it all, but . . .it’s our responsibility to do something,” I answered and Ryan and Miguel nodded emphatically.
“I’ll go, too. Don’t look at me, Merrick, you could use my gift for this and you all know it,” Danny said, never looking at me, only at Jeff.
I felt the ping in my gut and my conscience buzzed in my head. My fingers twitched with wanting to shove him back down to the sofa and tell him to keep quiet. But no more. Danny was an adult, a Special, but we could no longer keep them holed up and secure. We needed them. We needed their gifts.
He looked to Sherry, then me, to see if we’d contradict him. He knew I was still fiercely protective of him, though I’d tried to break the habit. It was almost as bad as if Sherry had stood up and said she was going. Well, not quite. Danny’s determined brown eyes locked with mine and I felt my grimace but nodded once to him. He relaxed and nodded gratefully back. It didn’t really matter anyway. I’d be going with him and I wouldn’t let him out of my sight.
“Count me in, too,” Max said.
“Ok,” Jeff started, “we’ll call a meeting and discuss it all, see who wants to help make a plan. This isn’t something to do halfway. Simon, if we’re going to do this, I’m afraid we’ll need Cain in on this one. He’s got the most strategic planning experience.”
“Yes,” Simon chimed sadly but proudly. “He was a sergeant in the Marines. You’ll need him, which means I’m coming, too.”
“That’s good. That’s saying he’ll even really want to help. We might all just be speculating on his want to go with us.”
“Oh, he’ll want to. He served his country before all this started. He’s won’t stop now,” Simon said confidently.
“Ok, it’s settled. His last day of work is in two days, Friday. We’ll have a meeting Saturday evening, once everyone gets done with everything. Lillian, when he comes in tonight can you tell him so he doesn’t plan anything with his work, just in case they ask him to help clean or move things?”
She flushed a thick pink that was bright against her paleness.
“Uh, I don’t think I’ll see him tonight. I can tell him in the morning for you, though,” she answered softly.
“Great,” Jeff said, moving on, not even realizing he’d embarrassed her by implying that Cain would sleep in her room.
Everyone knew Cain got in past one a.m.
But not everyone knew what was going on with her and Cain.
I understood that, but didn’t know that Cain had been sleeping in her room. Hmmm. Jeff knew because he bunked across from her room. Interesting.
The others started to disperse. Lana stood up and started walking out. She’d started to learn to read lips. She never learned because her mother home schooled her and wrote everything down. In fact, I was told by Sherry, who found out from Calvin, her mother forced her to wear a sign and pen around her neck at all times in the house so she could write her questions and her mother could write her answers because she didn’t want to learn sign language.
Lana glanced at Sherry, the only person she could talk to, and signed what I could only assume was good night. Sherry returned the sign and smiled, but looked back to me and the smile vanished. She took a deep shuddering breath and I waited. Prepared for the pleading for me not to go, the tears, the worrying.
Instead she surprised me.
“Ok, um, I know you need to do this and I know that Danny is gonna go too and you’re going to let him, not like you can really stop Danny anyway. And I know you’re going to make me stay. But please, just promise me one thing. Please stay together and watch out for each other. Don’t let them split you up. I know you’ll both work to keep the other alive and that’s what I want. If you’ll do that, then I promise not to nag or cry and freak out about this whole thing. You’re right. It’s selfish to sit here, safe, while the others are out there struggling and in danger. I know that. Please, just promise me,” she choked out the last words.
She was trying so hard not to cry, her bottom lip quivering, trying to be brave. Almost everything she just said was a lie. Well, the part about her not crying and worrying anyway. She would cry and freak out and worry and pace the entire time we were gone, but it couldn’t be helped. It’d be doubly bad with Danny gone too, not just me. Not to mention Ryan, Cain and Jeff, all who she’d grown fiercely fond of, but she was trying. What more could I ask for?
I reached for her and drew her into my lap. She discreetly wiped her eye with the side of her hand and sniffed, not looking at me.
“Honey, everything is going to be ok. You’ll see. We’ll bring a pile of people in here and then you’ll be happy as ever with all the new recruits for kitchen duty.” I rubbed circles into her back as she lay against me. “I know you’re trying. I also know you’re a rotten liar. It’s ok to worry, honey, though I hate it when you do. It’s part of who you are. I accept that. What I don’t like is your lack of faith. I told you before. I will always come back to you. And with Danny out with me, I’ll be extra cautious. Too cautious we won’t even be that much help at all in fact, cause I’ll be so careful.”
She elbowed me playfully and I felt her small chuckle.
“I know, I believe you. I’m sorry if I drive you crazy with my worrying and nag-”
“You don’t apologize to me. When are you going to learn that, sweetheart? I told you, it’s ok to worry a little, just don’t worry so much that you think I won’t be coming back through that door.”
“Ok, I got it.”
She nuzzled her face into my neck and wiggled her body closer then took a long soothing deep breath. I smiled and put my arms around her.
“That’s my girl.” I could smell her hair and rubbed my chin on it, stirring the scents and inhaled. Vanilla. “Ready for bed?”
“Always.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT – CAIN
A Blaze Of Glory
THIS WOULDN’T GET me fired, I knew. My boss had always liked me but with only two working days left, he would probably not be too thrilled with my being late.
The oscillating yellow and green lights in my rear view mirror were definitely getting my attention. That was what I got for kissing Lillian. Once I started it was so hard to stop. I was already running late and because I sped, I was gonna get a ticket.
But it was so freaking worth it.
I wasn’t lying to her. I really and truly did believe that I was so close to being over Sherry. I couldn’t stop thinking about Lillian. All this week, the distance I’d put between Sherry and me helped. I hadn’t realized how much worse I was making things by following her around, by letting her consume my thoughts. But now, all day and night, Lillian was in my mind instead. I only really thought about Sherry when I saw her. So, I’d been continuing to steer clear.
Of course I couldn’t completely avoid her, especially with her sweet self bringing me drinks and checking on me all the time. It was getting a little easier though.
Like I was a drug addict and was weaning myself off.
Even though I knew he was coming, I still jumped when the officer tapped the window with his flashlight, lost in my thoughts. I rolled it down and squinted as he pointed the light directly in my eyes.
“License. Registration. Reason for speeding. Reason for being this far away from town.”
“In that order?” I asked and immediately regretted it. Stupid. “Sorry, just joking. Um, here you go.” I handed him my documents fished from the glove compartment. “And, uh, I’m heading to work at the coffee shop in town, The Moody Brew. And I live out here, sir, with my grandparents.”
“Uhuh.”
He stayed busy, going over and over the two papers I gave him and still refused to let me see his face. He was wearing a uniform but the glare didn’t let me see the color or detail. Then he placed the flashlight under his arm to steady it while he examined the documents again and I got to see him. I hadn’t realized that this wasn’t a cop. The lights on his car should have tipped me off. Yellow and green meant enforcer.
Crap.
“So, son, what are you going to do when they close up shop? Got another job lined up?”
“No, sir.”
Dang it. I should have said yes. I knew what was coming next.
“Well, you should apply for the enforcers.” He pulled the flashlight back and looked me and the truck over. Why was an enforcer pulling me over for speeding? He wasn’t, I realized. He wanted to know why I was out here. Dang. “We’ve got plenty of positions, because there’s lots of work to do. You can even get transferred to another city if you like.”
“Well, I’ll think about it. Sounds like a good opportunity. It would make my grandpa proud, that’s for sure.”
“You do that. It’ll be good for you, son. Now, procedure calls. Step out of the vehicle.”
“I’m sorry? Is there a problem? I’m already late for work,” I asked, even as I stepped out of the truck.
“Nope, no problem. Just protocol. We have to search every vehicle and passenger that we pull over out past the city limits. This’ll be good training for you, kid. You’re gonna have to do this too, ya know. The key is to be friendly, but firm.”
I stood to the side while he searched the truck and then he snorted when he found Lillian’s lip gloss under the seat. He held it up for me to see.
“Not really your color is it, son?”
I laughed and tried to make it sound casual.
“Not really. My girl must’ve dropped it last night.”
“That right? Where does she work?”
“She doesn’t. She’s . . .” think idiot “ . . .been kind of sick lately. Got some kinda flu. She quit her job early since she was gonna have to stop working anyway. I hope it’s not swine flu,” I said dripping with concern.
He stepped back with haste.
“You know how contagious that stuff is?” he asked the rhetorical question and his voice jumped an octave.
“Is it? Never really thought about it, but after that big stink they made about it on the news you’re probably right.”
“Ok. Here.” He leaned far forward without taking a step and held his breath as he handed me back my papers. “Come see us at headquarters when you’re ready to sign up. And, you really shouldn’t be out and about with that contagious stuff, you know that? You’ll make everyone sick.”
“Solid advice. Thank you, sir. I’ll come see you tomorrow.”
“No! I mean, give it a few days. You know, just take care of your girl a bit, and then come see me.”
Bingo! Poor sap.
“Ok. Sounds good. Nice to meet you . . .”
“Enforcer Billings.”
“Enforcer Billings. Have a nice night.”
And then I heard a terrible screech, like a dying animal. We were both still standing in the street and hadn’t moved to our vehicles yet. I felt my heart slam down in my chest. I knew that sound.
When Sherry and I had been chased to the caves.
A Marker.
The man was muttering something about ‘what was that crazy owl’ and looking around the darkness like he could see anything. The flashlight went up and I knew it in a split second, just in time, that I needed to move.
I grabbed his shirt back as he turned and jerked him to the ground. He groaned and complained and then started cursing me. I told him to shut up, to be quiet, as we lay on the warm asphalt. He apparently hadn’t seen what I’d seen in that flashlight beam. The Marker made a swoop for him and was just waiting for his next chance.
The idiot was still squirming to get up. How could I explain what was after us?
“Shut up,” I hissed. “There’s something after us. You didn’t see it?”
“No! Get off me!” he yelled making me want to just let the Marker have him.
“Shhh! Idiot!” I whispered.
Then we heard the screech again and the idiot went still.
“What is that? Sounds like a . . .”
“I know what it is, but trust me, you wouldn’t believe me. If you want to make it, just stay quiet and do what I tell you. Hear me?”
“What are you talking about?”
I decided. I was probably already going to die or jump in my truck and hope that was good enough to save me. No point in letting him die too – without the truth. “Listen,” I whispered quickly, “and listen good. Your friends, your savior, the dark haired guys all around; they are not your friends. That thing in the sky is not your friend either, he’s theirs. Keepers are not the enemy. We have a bunker not far from here with a butt load of people in it. The dark haired guys are called Lighters. They are here to take over, not help us.”
It was still pitch black, except for his flashlight beam, pointed the other way on the asphalt a little ways away from us. I couldn’t see his face, but I heard his still breaths and the silence spoke volumes.
“Ok, son. So what you’re telling me is that you are confessing to being a part of the resistance?”
“Of everything I just said, that’s the part you want to fight about? I hate that word by the way, resistance. It makes us sound so hokey,” I spouted sarcastically and was stunned when he actually answered me.
“The official enforcer word is traitor.”
“Much better,” I said with sarcastic enthusiasm and waited for his next move.
We heard the screech and I knew it was close, it swooped and I screamed for him to roll. Anywhere just roll. We did but I felt the wind from the beast as he fanned by and missed me with his wing by mere inches. Missed me anyway. I said the enforcer’s name to see if he was still with me or not.
“Billings?”
“I’m here.”
“We gotta move. These things don’t give up. Listen, they’re fast and usually come with more than one. We’ve got to grab that flashlight fast and see about making a getaway in our cars. I don’t think he can hurt you in there anyway.”
“Ok, I’m ready. Why don’t you jump in my car with me? It’ll be faster that way,” he said and I knew.
“So you can take me downtown faster you mean?”
“Well, you did just confess to being a traitor.”
“No, I confessed to knowing the truth. Why don’t you come with me and I’ll show you the rest of it. You can see it all firsthand and hear what’s really been going on. There’s a lot to know.”
“Hmm. Ok, sure.”
Too easy. Dang. Why did I think he would listen to me in the first place?
“Ha, you almost had me,” I said wryly. “Looks like we’re splitting ways after all.” I remembered he’d seen my face and knew my name. There went my in-town cover. “Ok, go. Quickly and quietly. Do not stand up.”
I heard the shuffling of him crawling towards the flashlight. I had no idea which way my vehicle was or how far because we were all turned around. I realized he was probably still going to try to play cop and arrest me even with the thing after us or at least not help me get in my truck. Why had I turned the lights off?
I saw the light picked up and turned my way. It stayed on me for a few seconds, memorizing my face probably for future line ups, and then started to sweep the area for our vehicles. He must have found them because I heard a grunt. I turned to follow the light and saw that they were a little ways away. We had crossed the four lane road somehow and were almost in the other side ditch.
Crap.
I started to move that way, then a multitude of screeching ensued and beating of wings. It sounded like chopper blades. Way more than one Marker. Crap!!
I yelled for Billings to stay down and go fast. I started moving but the flashlight beam jumped so much I couldn’t see the truck anymore. We bumped into each other and he yelped.
“It’s me. Listen, we gotta-”
Then an explosion lit up the sky and when we looked up I saw the beast for my first time. My first real look of what they look like instead of just hearing them and seeing glimpses. They were hideous. Half man, half bird, with a smidge of dragon. No faces, big bright yellow eyes with black bodies and wings, but feet and legs and claws. And like I thought, there was a ton of them. They were close and they were everywhere.
Billings began to whimper and when I looked over, he was scared stiff looking at them. The fire blaze gave us enough light to look around a little. My truck!
“My truck!” I repeated out loud. “What the hell happened to my truck”
It was in blazes and pieces and so, unfortunately, was Billings piece of crap car. They both exploded. What the . . .
“I tagged it,” he answered solemnly. “I knew that story was fake so I got you to get out of the car and painted it. I was going to arrest you and they were going to destroy your truck. We were supposed to be long gone by now.”
“You painted it? With a tracker? Why? Why destroy the truck?” I fumed not following his logic.
Painted meant marking it with a laser or tracker for a missile to follow so it knew exactly where to hit. So if I had somehow taken off in my truck, it would still have gotten me. I couldn’t have gotten away. I was almost thankful for the Markers now. He failed to mention the part where he was trying to kill me and he didn’t know I was in the Marines. Wow, the enforcers were not playing around.
“Well, it’s a tactic we use. If you’re missing, we hope they’ll come out to find you. So we destroy the vehicles so the rest of the rebels won’t see it somewhere and know we have you locked up. Plus, it would have killed you and the truck if you had somehow evaded me,” he said calmly.
“That is some crazy logic, you know that? You idiots got the military involved?”
“Of course. Where do you think our base of operations is?”
Dang it.
“Look at what you did! You blew up your car too, idiot!” I yelled over the screeches. “Now we’re gonna die! There’s nowhere to go way out here! Do you understand that? Your military won’t save you.” I let out an exasperated breath. “Did you see them?”
“Yes,” he answered quietly, “I saw them. I . . .can’t believe it. I . . .I have a feeling you weren’t lying about knowing what they were. I thought it was an owl and you were trying to scare me with your story.”
“An owl?” I blew another exasperated breath in utter disbelief that they could recruit this fool and arm him with weapons. “Give me the light,” I barked.
He did. I, while still lying on my stomach, tried to survey the land beyond what the blaze was illuminating.
“Roll! Roll!” I heard Billings yell.
I rolled into him as we both rolled inward toward each other and felt the cold air of wings across my face. It was freakish that they were such cold things when it was so hot outside, especially with the blaze of the cars going.
“That’s it. We’ve got to get away from the fire before it explodes.”
“They already did.”
“No, idiot! They’re on fire. The gas tanks haven’t lit yet,” I said and continued to look around and wonder what we were going to do. I started crawling away and he followed. We went into the ditch further away and I lay on my back and thought. Thought hard, pulling from training and ops and years of playing predator in the woods behind me house with the neighbor kids. It was only about six o’clock at night by then. We had a long wait until the light of morning.
I thought as fast as my brain would let me about how in the heck we were going to get out of this.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY NINE – SHERRY
Surprise, surprise!
“SURPRISE!” WE ALL yelled and Calvin looked like he had just seen a ghost.
“Aw, you guys,” he crooned and blushed redder than a fire hydrant.
Lana signed to Calvin ‘Are you surprised?’ He signed back ‘Yes!’ and he let her hug him, in front of all of us. Such a sweet guy.
We’d planned that night after supper to lure him into the training room for ‘extra training’. It was pretty comical how Ryan had insisted that Calvin go and you could tell Calvin was trying his hardest not to be peeved because it was Ryan and it was impossible to be mad at him, but he really didn’t want to do any extra training.
I made cupcakes with no icing because we didn’t have any. So they were muffins really. We had no presents except things people made and came up with. Lana sewed him a cloth sign for his door out of scrap pieces of fabric and old clothes laying around, patchwork and needlework that said ‘Calvin and Frank’s Base of Ops.’ It was cute and he made a huge fuss over it.
Miguel gifted Calvin with a gun shooting lesson and to my utter shock, Lana was thrilled about it. Even though guns didn’t kill the Lighters, it appeared we had a new enemy, the enforcers. Humans. She didn’t want him to be helpless, didn’t want him to be under anyone’s thumb, didn’t want him to not know how to defend himself and those he loved. I understood that completely.
After a while, we, well I, cleaned up and he thanked everyone for the little things we were able to scrounge up to give him.
I had just carried all the dishes to the quiet deserted kitchen and was putting them in the deep sink when I felt hands on my waist. I gasped, immediately bristled and swung around expecting nothing else but Phillip himself ready to attack me once more.
It was Calvin.
“Sorry, Sherry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”
“Oh, Calvin, it’s ok.” I glanced over to see Merrick leaning on the counter and watching me, lips pursed. “I’m ok, just tired. What’s up, birthday man?”
“Um, my mom told me that most of this was your idea. I just wanted to say thanks. It was fun. The muffins were really good.”
“Your mom helped me. We all did it together.”
“Sure, Sherry. Sure.”
I laughed out loud at him and his sarcasm. He was growing up way too fast for my taste. “I’m glad you had fun. Next year, we’ll have real cake.”
“You don’t have to lie to me, Sherry. I know things aren’t going to get better.
It’s ok though. It’s the thought that counts, right?” he said and his tone wasn’t bitter, he was just stating facts.
“Yes, that’s right.”
He hugged me tightly around my shoulders because he was taller than I was and still growing. Ugh. I was as short as a twelve year old.
He left, hopping away happily. Merrick walked over to stand right in front of me, looking down on me like the tower he was. “Are you ok?”
“Yeah.”
“Why are you so jumpy?”
“I’m not.”
“Liar.”
“No, I’m fine.”
“You’re not going to tell me?”
“What?”
“Why you got so freaked out?”
“I didn’t.”
“Liar.”
“I’m not!”
“Are.”
“Merrick.”
“Sherry.”
I blew out a loud fast breath. “I just had a little flashback from Phillip, that’s all. It was silly and I overreacted.”
He grabbed my hands. “It wasn’t silly. Why didn’t you just tell me that when I asked you? Why do I have to play twenty questions with you? You remember I told you once you didn’t have to be a stone around me, I still mean that. When I ask you something, I want the truth. Don’t play coy with me when I know there’s something going on. I know you, remember? Plus, you are an appalling liar. You know all this,” he chided, trying to be half playful, half serious.
“Ok, ok, sorry. I just don’t want you to add anything to that very long list of things you worry about for me.”
He twisted his lips and looked contemplative. “It is a long list.”
I poked his ribs and he bent over slightly laughing and grabbed me around my waist as I tried to bolt from the tickle fest I knew I was about to be a victim of. He swung me around in a circle, a tight grip on my waist from behind.
“Come on now. If you run away, you can’t have your present,” he said in a sing-song voice.
That stopped me. “Present?”
“Sherry Elizabeth. Did you really think after all these years I’d forget your birthday?”
Dang it. “No, but I hoped,” I thought.
“What was that?” he said cracking a smile.
“Did I say that out loud?”
He laughed. “Yeah, honey, that was out loud. What? You thought you could make Calvin’s party be on your birthday and work out this whole plot because we needed to surprise Calvin and the rest of us would be too busy to notice that you were trying to escape your own birthday?”
I couldn’t lie, I was bad at it. It was proved to me over and over. Plus he knew me and he knew I hated to be celebrated and called attention to. “Yes.”
He smiled wider and shook his head, amused and pulled a box out of his pocket. He held it up to me wordlessly.
I blinked, and then blinked some more. He wasn’t joking. He bought me a present. How? What? I took it from him slowly and looked at it. He wrapped it in a magazine page. Captain Jack Sparrow peeked out at me from one of the seams of the ad he used as wrapping paper and tied to together with a hair ribbon.
I looked up to his face. He was watching and waiting. He wasn’t anxious or bubbling like he thought I’d be excited about whatever was in that little box. He just watched me, knowing me, waiting patiently. Always about me, never about him. Always.
“What do you get a girl who already has everything she wants?” I asked, and he smiled shyly.
I thought about what it could be and wanted to cry before I even put my finger under the crease to ease the paper away. It tore easily and what I saw inside did bring tears. Big fat grateful loving tears.
It was a silver heart charm. I immediately knew that it would fit around the charm already on my necklace. That his charm would surround the other two silver hearts around my neck and they would all fit together. He meant it to be that way. It was perfect.
“How?” I asked looking down at it in awe and felt him swipe at a tear on my chin with his finger.
“Cain and Pap helped me make and solder it. I made it out of a soda can.” He chuckled sadly, like he should be ashamed of that fact. “We melted it down and shaped it and . . .anyway, I had no idea what to do for you. Once again I feel the need to apologize for my inability to buy you real jewelry-”
I cut him off with a kiss. I’m talking about a kiss. I kissed him like there was not another second left to live. I couldn’t believe him. How did he come up with that idea? He was just so . . .gosh darn sweet. I was shocked at my ability to still be surprised and also at Merrick’s ability to always be thoughtful. Always planning, always thinking about me.
He broke away from the kiss and laughed breathlessly, placing his forehead against mine. “I take it you like it then?”
“I love it. You couldn’t have gotten me anything else to make me happier.”
“I just wanted you to have something that went along with what you already are. You love that necklace and I’m not trying to impose on it-”
I cut him off again, this time with my fingers on his lips. “No, Merrick, you belong here.” I grabbed my necklace and rubbed it between my fingers with my free hand. “This is all I have left of my family. You’re my family now. I love it,” I reiterated firmly.
He kissed my fingers and hugged me, picking me up off the floor as I held the box in my hand over our heads where my arms rested, like the precious object it was.
“Thank you,” I whispered in his ear.
“You’re welcome, baby. I’m glad you like it.”
I pulled back to look at him. “So, you remembered, but at least Danny didn’t.”
He grimaced. “Don’t count on it,” he muttered.
Ugh.
 
Danny, in fact, kept his part mellow and low key.
Birthdays were always the weirdest things in my family, the things that we always made a big deal about. Always at the lake, rain or shine, always under the willow tree, always useless odd gifts, always organic cake bought from the completely vegan organic place on the other side of town, way out of the way, but they were in the same book club as my mom. Hippie book club.
The reading list was Dharma Bums by Jack Kerouac, A New Model of the Universe by P. D. Ouspensky, Awakening the Buddha Within by Lama Surya Das, The Politics of Ecstasy by Timothy Leary.
Needless to say, I steered clear of the book club.
I never understood why school wasn’t important to them, not in a real sense anyway. My mom read her books like they held secrets, but frowned upon the idea of college and was practically dragged to our high school graduations.
“How can I endorse a public school education when they teach our kids to be mindless sheep of the political agendas and thoughts of the world that had been established through greed and the rape of our earth, our minds and our choices,” she’d say like a true spoken left wing.
Harsh is what it was. We were her kids and she thought there were things more important than watching us graduate? Or missing it just to make a point? Didn’t she send us to the public school? If it was that important to her, why didn’t she just homeschool us?
My dad had to go to college to become a dentist, but mom always hated that fact. She didn’t even finish high school.
They’d met at a party. Some type of save-the-animals rally thing. The only way to get admission was to be wearing some type of faux fur with red paint on it. Then, once everyone was high or drunk and exhausted from dancing and who knows what else, they’d walk the night life streets of Chicago and make a statement.
My parents had told me this story I couldn’t even count how many times, not even leaving out all the drug parts and unprotected ‘free love’ to which Danny and I would beg them to stop. They talked about how this was the peak of their lives. They were the freest they’d ever been, the most influential, and the happiest.
I wanted to say, ‘Wouldn’t now, having us and being parents be their happiest?’
I’d counter ‘Mom, it’s not the sixties. People don’t refer to it as ‘free love’ anymore. Now it’s called sleeping around. And how do you find these people? The ideas of living that way are dead, not to mention dangerous.’
She’d counter ‘Being free is always dangerous and there’s a community of free believers, or hippies as you call them, anywhere where you are willing to put forth an effort to find them.’
I’d roll my eyes, she’d call me a sullen brainwashed teenager and we’d call it even. Good times . . .
 
So Danny and Celeste had turned on the stereo in the second room. Andrew Belle was playing and I wondered where in the world they had gotten a CD of his from. Surely Phillip’s collection didn’t consist of it. Lillian was in there with them too as Merrick towed me in. They whispered ‘Surprise!’ when I walked in. I laughed at them and looked around at the setting.
Danny had laid out a picnic pallet of cookies with a lit candle in the middle on a saucer and there were a couple gifts on the blanket, wrapped in more magazine paper, and Danny’s looked like it was wrapped in toilet paper. Hmm.
The lights were off so it was only the soft glow of the candle, but I could still see their faces. Celeste grabbed me from Merrick’s grasp and hugged me tightly before pulling me down to the pallet beside her.
“Danny told me all about your parents. About how they used to take you on picnics so we thought you might like this. It was all Danny’s idea though.” She looked up at him smiling. “Your brother is so sweet.”
“Come on. You helped,” Danny said settling down beside her and Merrick nestled himself behind me, pulling me against him for support. “Besides, I wasn’t sure if you’d like it or not. I mean, our parents haven’t exactly won any awards for parental guidance or thoughtfulness, especially lately.”
“It’s great, Danny. Thank you,” I said and realized I was still holding the box with Merrick’s heart in it.
I pulled it out and handed it to Merrick over my shoulder.
“Please?”
He smiled and moved my hair over to reach the clasp. After a few seconds he replaced it, trailing his fingers along the chain down my neck and collarbone a little longer than needed, making me shiver. I looked down to see it just as I had pictured it. All three hearts nestled together perfectly.
“It turned out good,” Danny said and I looked at him sharply.
“You knew about this?” I asked, rubbing the charm with my fingers, getting a feel for the newness of it.
“Of course I did,” he said proudly, at having known the secret before me. “Merrick asked me if he thought – ow!”
Merrick kicked Danny’s leg and was glaring at him comically.
“Shut it, Special,” Merrick rumbled. Celeste was covering her mouth trying not to laugh. “I gotta have some secrets,” he said and kicked Danny again, more gently this time, to drive home his threat.
Celeste burst out laughing.
“Hey!” Danny said, pulling her into his lap. “You’re supposed to be on my side.”
Celeste just giggled, looking up at him affectionately and then snuggled happily back against him. I realized, I was sitting in between Merrick’s legs and Celeste was sitting on Danny’s lap and Lillian was just sitting there alone and quiet.
“Hey, Lillian.”
“Hey,” she smiled. “Happy Birthday. Here – oh, wait.” She turned to Danny. “You want to go first? I’m sorry.”
“No, it’s ok. Mine’s lame anyway. Go ahead.”
She handed a little soft bag to me that wasn’t wrapped. It was a little purple mesh purse\bag with a short handle. It was very cute and very Lillian.
“Aw, thanks, Lillian. It’s pretty,” I said and reached out to touch her hand but didn’t leave Merrick’s lap.
“I know you don’t have a lot of use for something like that now, but it’s all I had left from my stuff. I certainly don’t need it anymore. Besides, Michael’s mom gave it to me.”
“Lillian.” I felt punched in the chest. “I can’t take this. This is special to you-”
“No, no, it’s not. Michael’s mom hated me. She especially knew I hated the color purple. Guess what color everything she ever gave me was?” she said and laughed.
“You’re sure?”
“Positive.”
“Thank you. This is perfect for a bath caddy. I always drop shampoo or something on the way to the bathroom. Thanks.”
“You’re welcome.”
“Me next!” Celeste chimed and squirmed to reach in her pocket.
“Ok.” I closed my eyes and held my hands out in front of her. “Lay it on me.”
I was completely giddy and happy by then. I hated being celebrated but this was nice. It felt so easy going to just sit and be with the people I loved and not have silly balloons and false sentiments, and songs and nasty cake. Plus, being reminded of how much everyone cared about you, even though it could be the end of the world and it was not like they could go out and buy me anything, really made me feel awesome.
Celeste put something extremely light and soft in my hand. I opened my eyes and stared at it. It was a bracelet; a crocheted yarn bracelet. It had all the colors, but it wasn’t rainbow tacky. It looked good like that and she had woven little designs that looked like circles with lines through it. I gasped.
The Keepers tattoo! She crocheted the Keepers symbol onto the bracelet for me. And something else that brought tears to my eyes. Crochet. She learned how to crochet from Mrs. Trudy.
“I’ve been working on it for a week, every since Danny brought up that your birthday was coming. I know it’s a lame silly bracelet, but . . .Mrs. Trudy…” She choked back a sob. Danny squeezed her and then I hugged her to me.
“I know. Mrs. Trudy taught you to do this, I remember. Celeste, this is . . .” I pulled back to look at it again. “This is so fantastic. Thank you so much.”
“No problem. Here.” She helped me put it on. It was a little stretchy so I could glide it on and off easily.
“How did you know if it would fit?” I asked.
“Easy, I took my wrist size and split it in half.”
Everyone laughed and I pushed her shoulder playfully. I looked at Danny expectantly with raised eyebrows. “What?” he asked me smiling. “You think I got you something?”
“Give it,” I said and smiled.
“All right, but I guarantee you, it’s lame. I’m not that crafty.”
He handed me the two boxes wrapped in magazine paper and the one in toilet paper.
“Three?”
“Three,” he said amusedly.
I opened the toilet paper first. It was a folded picture of us as kids on Halloween, him as the white Power Ranger and me as the Tooth Fairy. Mom had always told us there was no tooth fairy, and me being the disgruntled ‘brainwashed’ daughter I was, I wanted to prove her wrong. In the picture, we were standing with our arm around the other’s shoulder and holding our lantern buckets in the other hand with missing teeth and big smiles.
“Danny, you kept this?” I asked and he nodded.
“It’s been in my wallet this whole time. I found it a few years ago right after you moved out. Mom was throwing all your stuff out, the stuff you left in your room, and this got mixed in with it.” He shrugged. “I snagged it.”
“I can’t believe you had this.” I leaned back to show it to Merrick. “Remember?” I asked him and he smiled.
“Of course.”
“Of course.” I smiled, too. “Thanks, Danny. I don’t have one picture. I never did. Mom wouldn’t let me take any when I left.”
“I know. That’s why I want you to have it.”
I was about to cry so I moved on, clearing my throat. “Ok, next.”
The other two boxes weren’t significant, just silly stuff he’d rounded up and fiddled with. Paperclips shaped into a running man and a big slotted wooden spoon. He’d burned the words “Sherry’s Kitchen” on the handle with a wood burning pen from Phillip’s workshop.
“Guys, this is so great. Thank you. I can’t believe you guys did all this.”
They murmured the usual “It’s fine”, “We wanted to” and “No problem”.
“Well, I’m going to head to bed,” Lillian said and yawned. “I hate staying up when – well never mind. Good night, guys.”
“Wait,” I called after her and scrambled to catch her in the door. “What’s the matter?”
“Nothing . . .ok, fine. I remember, lie detector.” She shifted on her feet uncomfortably. “I just worry the whole time Cain is gone. So, I usually go to sleep early. I’m not good at waiting anymore. I always think the worst . . .”
“It’s ok, Lillian, I understand. I didn’t realize things were going so good with you guys. Moving along, you know.”
“Merrick didn’t tell you?”
“Tell me what?”
She cleared her throat and glanced at Merrick, but he was talking to Danny. “He caught Cain and me in this room earlier today.”
“Caught you what?” I whispered and felt my eyes widen.
“Just kissing.”
“Ahh.” I giggled. “No, he didn’t tell me. That’s why he was late to practice,” I realized.
“Yeah. Cain checks on me when he comes in at night, too. I mean, we’re not like official or anything. I just really, really like him. He . . .seems to like me. He says he does . . . Gah, I’m so out of practice,” she said all flustered and tucked her hair behind her ears furiously.
“Calm down, Lillian.” I couldn’t help but smile and tried to stifle a laugh. “Trust me, Cain doesn’t exactly beat around the bush. He’s pretty blunt. If he’s said something along those lines, you can trust that it’s true. And he’s not going to waste his time on something either.”
“If you say so. I’m just trying not to make a huge deal out of it, but I’m freaking out a little bit. I just can’t – I just can’t believe how much I feel for him. We barely know each other. And I’m so scared when he’s gone. I can’t put my finger on it, but it’s really . . .unnerving.”
“Well, you’ve lost two people recently. I don’t think you have to look far for an explanation.”
“Yeah. Alright, well, happy birthday. Goodnight.”
I hugged her tight. “Thanks. And don’t worry. He’ll be fine. He knows what he’s doing. Night.”
When I turned back to go sit in the lap of my awesome husband and eat cookies with some other really important people to me, I almost forgot all about Lillian and her troubles. I was solely focused on my little family and my haphazardly perfect little life.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY – LILLIAN
Protective Ways
IT WAS LATE. I had no idea what time, but I had a bad feeling that it was really late. Cain hadn’t come home yet. Well, at least I thought he hadn’t. He didn’t check on me or maybe he did. He said he wasn’t going to sleep with me anymore, but surely he would have woken me to say hi before heading off, right?
I got up and shifted out my door two doors down to Cain’s room. It was dark and quiet in the hall. I knocked easily and opened the door but his sleeping bag was empty.
I groped through the house, checking the clock in the living room first, 2:05 a.m. He was an hour late. I checked all the rooms that I could imagine him being in and then the ones I was sure he wouldn’t be in and then I started to panic. I had a horrible feeling. It was not a coincidence. It was all coming true, the theory I had about me and the people I get close to.
Cain was in trouble because of me.
He laughed at me and told me I was nuts for thinking it and now look.
I ran to Merrick and Sherry’s room, knocking slightly as I pushed open the door. They were wrapped up together pretty good. Her head was on his chest with his arm around her shoulder, her legs and his were intertwined. I hated to disturb them, but I knew something was wrong.
“Merrick,” I whispered but realized that was not gonna cut it so I shook his foot too. “Merrick.”
He jolted groggily and looked around, his shirtless arms immediately wrapping themselves tighter around Sherry to protect her from whatever may be lurking. Wow, dude was built. Then he saw me and squinted just as Sherry started to stir.
“Lillian? Is everything ok? What’s the matter?” he asked in a flurry of slurred hushed words.
“It’s Cain, he’s still not here. He’s an hour late. Something’s wrong,” I explained.
“Um.” He scratched his head as Sherry sat up. He shhed her and pulled her back to him to lull her back to sleep, rubbing his hand up and down her arm. “I’m sure he’s fine,” he whispered. “He’s not always very punctual. He’s probably out doing something with his boss or something.”
“I feel like something’s wrong, Merrick. He hasn’t been late not once since I’ve been here.”
He sighed and looked at me. Not like he was annoyed but like he was thinking which I appreciated.
“Alright, if he’s not here in an hour, come get me and I’ll get a couple of the guys to go with me to look for him, ok? Is that good?”
“Ok.”
“I’m sure he’s fine. Cain’s just upset about his job and all. He probably didn’t think you’d even notice him being late but come get me and we’ll go in one hour.”
“Ok. Sorry I bothered you.”
“You didn’t,” he said and smiled lazily, he could barely hold open his eyes. “Don’t worry, get some sleep.”
I slid back out the door and immediately knew what I had to do. Number one, I couldn’t wait one hour for help when I knew something was wrong right then. Number two, I couldn’t put all those people in danger to go look for him when – even though I was sure – what if I was wrong and he was just out with his friends. I had to do this myself.
I ran to my room, pulling off my pajamas and grabbing jeans and a t-shirt and snagging my tennis shoes all in a blur. I ran silently down the hall through the commons room to the stairs, still forcing on the last sneaker. I grabbed a flashlight and then a set of keys.
The tag above them was labeled ‘Jeep’ so I unlocked the latch door and knew it would creak but kept going and didn’t stop until I was through the stock room and at the back door of the store.
I was shaking scared. I could hear my teeth chattering and it took me a few tries to get the deadbolt unlocked with my shaky hands.
I didn’t want to go out into the dark at all let alone by myself but there I was, doing it to by myself and on purpose. I had to get to Cain. My mind ran rampant with all the things that could be wrong. I just knew . . .
I tried to push all that aside as I eased the door open to peer into the pitch black night. I flipped the switch on the flashlight and looked again. The light beam was shaking along with my hand but I didn’t see anything other than dirt so I shut and locked the door behind me and ran for the Jeep.
It was eerie how quiet it was. The Jeep door shutting sounded like a gunshot it was so loud in the silent dark. I fumbled with the keys and put in into reverse. Stinking stick! I stalled once and then got it into first gear and started on my way, absolutely no idea where I was going or what I’d find, but I had to try.
I knew which way town was so I headed east. It took a while, before I reached anything other than darkness.
 
I could see it before I reached the big blazing ball of fire and smoke. A sane person probably would have slowed down but I sped up, knowing this is where I’d find Cain. Once I stopped the Jeep, in the middle of the road, I jumped out and searched all around the cars. There were two burning and though it was totally trashed and burnt, I could make one of the out as a truck. Cain’s truck.
“Cain!” I yelled because I didn’t know what else to do.
I continued to look around the blaze, shining my flashlight around but couldn’t see much. The fire was producing a lot of light itself.
“Cain!”
Then I heard a flapping and felt wind on my back. I was knocked to the asphalt by something and felt the keys slide from my grasp. I rolled over quickly, thinking I knew exactly what it was that hit me and as I raised the flashlight, it was the first good look I’d ever gotten at a Marker. I expected nothing less. It looked like pure evil right out of a Hollywood movie.
Its wing brushed my face as it swooped by. I screamed and scrambled to my feet once it was gone and was immediately brought down by another object.
Except this one had arms and fingers and they wrapped around my mouth to quiet my scream. And it was lying on top of me to pin me down.
“Shh,” someone whispered in my ear from behind and removed his hand from my lips.
“Cain,” I whispered in relief.
He turned me quickly with a look of horror on his face. “Lillian? What the hell are you doing here?”
I hugged him around his neck, pulling me to him as close as I could get. He smelled like smoke and was filthy. And I was so happy to see him.
“I had to come find you.”
He pulled back to glare at me. “What? How? What are-”
“I knew something was wrong. Didn’t I tell you I was cursed? When you were late getting home, I knew. So, here I am.”
“So, you snuck out of the bunker, stole the Jeep and drove the thirty minutes to get here in the dark by yourself and unprotected, on a hunch that I might be in trouble instead of just hanging out somewhere?” he guessed angrily.
“Well, you’re here aren’t-”
I was cut off by another a loud metallic screech. He rolled off me and grabbed my flashlight, shining it around to see. “Keys?” he asked briskly.
“Around here somewhere.”
“Never mind.”
We were clear. He grabbed my hand, yanking me up and pulling me fast behind him to the ditch. Once inside, we lay down in the dirt and mud beside each other and he turned the light off.
“I can’t believe you did this,” he growled beside me in the dark.
“What? I knew you were in trouble. I couldn’t just go back to sleep and act like there was nothing wrong.”
“You should have sent someone else.”
“Merrick said he’d go in a little bit if you didn’t turn up, but I didn’t want to wait and I didn’t want to put him in danger either.”
“Oh, but yourself, that’s ok?”
I bristled at his tone and his words. “What is wrong with you? I thought you’d be happy to see me.”
“This isn’t a date, Lillian. No, I’m not happy to see you. You should never have tried to do this-”
“Hey! What is your problem? I came out here to help you!”
“But you’re not helping, are you? I had to run over and save your cute butt once already, remember?”
“If we can just find the keys, we can leave-”
“And die while we’re looking around up there? There are Markers everywhere. I’ve been here for hours, Lillian, they aren’t going anywhere. We’ll have to wait until daylight and now, I’ve got to worry about keeping you alive, too, not just me.”
I couldn’t hold it in any longer. I thought I’d burst with anger. I’d spent the last two hours going crazy with worry and instead of being grateful that I tried to help him he was angry at me? It was the strangest feeling of complete anger and complete relief. He was ok, but he was ticking me off.
I embarrassingly burst into tears.
“Ah, come on now,” he said still sounding way to angry, “none of that.”
I kept crying, quietly of course, he couldn’t hear me, but must have felt the shaking of my body. It was ladylike, it wasn’t like I was snotting all over the place, but still, it was embarrassing. I covered my face with my hands and turned away from him, though I knew he couldn’t see me. I bumped into something else. Something warm and hard.
A body. I screamed.
A warm hand covered my mouth again and I felt Cain’s body pressed against my back.
“Shh. It’s ok,” Cain whispered again and took his hand away.
“Hey,” a new voice said, “sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I just didn’t want to interrupt your fighting.”
“This is enforcer Billings. Billings, this is Lillian.”
Cain sounded a little calmer, but I was still trying to tamp down on my own anger. For some reason, when I got really angry, I cried.
It had always been extremely embarrassing on the playground with the mean girls at school. The only fist fight I’d ever been in was in middle school, and I cried the entire time.
“Is this lip gloss girl?” Billings asked.
“Yeah, this is her,” Cain answered with a sigh.
“Lip gloss girl?” I asked.
“Yeah, your boy Cain here has been telling me all about you.”
“He has?” I asked surprised.
“Yeah.”
“Can I ask who you are?”
“I’m an enforcer. I pulled Cain over and was arresting him when we were attacked.”
He spoke so nonchalantly and Cain didn’t say anything. It was very strange.
“Ok. And why are an enforcer and a rebel being friendly?”
“Have you seen those things?” Billings asked me emphatically. “You don’t come back the same after seeing something like that. Cain told me all about them and the Lighters and I gotta say I believe it.”
“Well,” Cain said, “like I said, we’ve been here for hours. I wouldn’t have told him anything about you, had I’d known you’d show up like this,” Cain muttered.
Anger flared red hot and sticky once again. “You jerk. You are such a jerk! How dare you yell at me when I’ve been worried sick about you! I come out all the way out here-”
He cut me off by grabbing my arms and twisting me to face him. I started again.
“I was so worried-”
He kissed me – really kissed me. His hand locked behind my neck and his lips moved against mine so hard and yet so in sync. He kissed me deeper and I didn’t try to stop him as my anger flitted away to nothing like salt in the wind. It was amazing how much he seemed to just take away all my troubles. I didn’t understand why he was kissing me when I thought he was angry, but I wasn’t going to question it, right then.
I was just happy he was alive to do it.
The kiss went deeper and deeper, harder then softer. His hand began to wander away from my neck, down my back to my hip. He pulled me closer with it there then it traveled to the back of my thigh. That got my breathing so out of control that I had to pull back.
He immediately started talking through his ragged breaths, still close enough to fan my face with his breathing.
“Don’t you understand why I was so angry? Any idea? Here I thought some random person had pulled up on the scene and when I finally see your face, it’s you! The one person in the world I want to keep away from this mess the most. You. Scared. Me.” He exhaled loudly and ran his fingers down my cheek. “You don’t risk yourself. Not for me, not for anyone. I see now why Merrick acts so crazy like he does over Sherry. It really sucks worrying about you. When I saw you, a million ways you could get hurt, or worse, flashed before my eyes.” He shook his head and I felt the movement. “Lillian, nothing can happen to you. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause trouble, I just knew I had to do something. I couldn’t let you die because of me,” I said through a new round of tears.
He exhaled again, his hand rested on my cheek. “Please don’t cry anymore.” His thumbs moved under my eyes to swipe tears away. “I’m sorry I yelled, sweetheart, I shouldn’t have, but I’ve never been that scared in all my life.”
“Not even with-” I bit my lip, but it was too late.
“No, not even with Sherry in the caves,” he answered softly. “This is not your fault. This isn’t the curse, it’s the enemy. I don’t want to hear any more curse talk. Right now, let’s just rest while we think about what to do.”
“Well, Merrick knows I knew you were missing. He’ll come soon if you or I don’t show up.”
“You’re probably right.”
“I’m glad you’re ok,” I whispered. “I was so scared I was going to get to you when it was too late.”
“They can’t hurt me. I’m a-okay, lovely,” he said and chuckled.
Once again I marveled at his way of being witty in all situations and completely in awe of his mood swings. Then I didn’t at marvel at anything but lips.
His. They brushed my cheek, then my jaw, searching. When he found what he was looking for, he fastened his lips to mine again. This time, I was happy instead of just relieved and I pulled myself up to hover over him, straddling him in the muddy dirt and twigs. He kissed me fiercely, his hands roaming once again to nowhere that wasn’t decent. I lost all reason and sense of time and propriety. I kissed him like my life depended on it and he had the answer to survival. He seemed equally eager and his grip got tighter and tighter on my hips. I heard a noise, a groan or whimper, then realized it came from me. Then I heard another noise.
“Um, I’m still here. I let you have your little reunion kiss, but I’m not going to lay here silently through anything else,” Billings said quickly.
Screeching brakes to a halt. Crap, I’d forgotten he was even there. I pulled back, glad for the dark to hide the fire engine red blush over me. However, Cain laughed into my hair.
“Sorry, got carried away. If you could see this girl, you’d understand.”
“Cain!” I whispered to him in the dark, but I knew Billings could hear me and I couldn’t help but smirk a little.
Cain laughed again as did Billings. He kissed my lips gently once more then pulled me back down in the dirt, bunching me into his warm dirty side and wrapping his arms around me. “Not too uncomfortable? This ok?”
“Better than ok for the circumstances. I’m sorry, Cain. I know I have no business acting like I’m some kind of hero. I just ran to get here, I didn’t think about much after that.”
“It’s ok.” He squeezed me. “I told you, I overreacted, but that isn’t a license to risk yourself. I still think you shouldn’t have come at all, let alone by yourself, but we’ll get out of this. Don’t wrinkle that pretty little nose with worry. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
“It’s not just me I’m worried about.”
“Ahh,” Billings said sarcastically, “I didn’t know you cared.”
“Eat it, Billings,” Cain said and I could tell from his tone he was playing and they both chuckled.
It appeared Cain had made a new friend. A very important friend. An enforcer. Now if we could just get out of there alive.
 
I fell asleep. I woke up wanting to curse, but didn’t believe in it.
It was still dark and everything was quiet. I assumed Cain was still asleep. I was beginning to wonder what time it was as I lay there. How much longer could the night last? It seemed like the longest night of my life.
I whispered to see if Cain was awake. “Cain? You awake, sweetie?”
“No, but I am, baby,” a voice said low in my ear and it wasn’t Billings, he was on Cain’s other side.
Before I had a chance to move or think he snatched me up from Cain’s grasp and dragged me by my arm up the incline of the ditch to the road.
I heard Cain yelling for me, cursing about not finding the flashlight. The fire of the vehicles had finally burned out and it was all pitch black. All I could see was nothing. All I could hear was Cain’s yelling. All I could feel was the stranger’s cool breath on my face as he pulled me closer.
I saw the light in my peripheral, Cain must have found the flashlight and I heard Billings calling to him as they made their way up to the road to meet us. The man held me in front of him like a shield. To my astonishment, he started to glow, illuminating. Between him and Cain’s flashlight, I could make out my surroundings.
Cain ran up and stopped short at the sight of us. The man was behind me. I couldn’t see what Cain saw, but I had no doubt it was a Lighter by the sheer fear in his eyes. Billings stopped next to Cain but straightened up and tried in vain to wipe at his uniform.
“Enforcer?” the Lighter asked. “What are you doing holed up here with rebels?”
“Sir, I was arresting this man when we were attacked. By these . . .things, sir. We escaped and I have been anxiously awaiting backup.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY ONE – MERRICK
Explanation To Come Later
IT WAS MORNING, I thought. I remembered clearly Lillian coming into our room last night. She never came to get me so Cain must’ve come home. Little jerk, worrying Lillian.
I knew he was just hanging out with someone. This was his last chance to after all, but Lillian was seriously scared. Hmm. I should go check on her just to make sure he made it in safely.
After, of course . . .
“Morning, beautiful,” I whispered in her ear.
I could tell the second she woke up. I know everything about her, even the way her breathing changed even though she hadn’t moved a muscle. The way her fingers went from lax to tense without moving.
“Good morning. I think . . . It’s still early isn’t it? What are you doing up?” she asked through a yawn and snuggled back up against me like she already had the answer and the answer was that it was too early.
“I’ve got to go take care of something real quick. Just rest.”
“What’s the matter?”
“Nothing, honey. Just go back to sleep.”
I knew she’d know I wasn’t completely telling the truth so I kissed her, which always seemed to take her mind off everything. It worked.
“Hurry back,” she said against my lips making me really want to stay.
“Anything for you,” I joked as I got up and she giggled sleepily, rolling over to my side of the pallet, folding herself further into the covers and throwing one leg out.
I pulled on some jeans and realized Sherry was wearing my shirt again. Hmm, one more reason to stay. Luckily, I still had a couple in the corner pile of clean ones. I snagged one without looking at it and headed out the door quietly.
The halls were empty so it must still be early. Commons room clock said 5:45 a.m. Yeah, too early. I walked barefoot through the commons room to Cain’s room. His bedroll was empty but messed up, however, that told me nothing because I didn’t see Cain as a guy who was into making the bed.
I went down to Lillian’s room, at least I thought it was. It was Miguel’s and he was sprawled out in a broad manner, arms and legs spread wide, filling almost every corner and inch of the small room and his mouth was open.
I went one door down and saw another empty bed and knew right then, I was about to be upset.
I peeked in a few other rooms to be sure and found exactly what I expected. I went to the stairs and saw keys missing. The Jeep.
I shut my eyes for a second and tried to calm myself. I pinched the bridge of my nose and took a deep breath. I knew that if I had been out there by myself and was late, Sherry would have done the same thing. I knew this, but I also knew how furious I would have been with her and how furious I was with Lillian.
These dang women, always trying to get themselves killed for someone. If they weren’t playing martyr, they were playing hero. Ah!
I ran to Jeff’s room and tapped on the door and waited, knowing it was locked. I heard nothing so I called him in my mind.
 
Jeff . . . JEFF!
 
What?
 
Lillian and Cain are missing. Get your butt up and let’s get going.
 
What?
 
You heard me. Explanation later.
 
Jeez . . . I’m coming.
 
Now the hard part. Simon.
I knew he was gonna freak royally because he was Cain’s Keeper and would be equally hurt that Lillian came to me instead of him for her Cain problem, but as far as I knew, Lillian had never even spoken to Simon and she knew me.
 
Simon.
 
Yeah?
 
I cracked open his door and looked at him. He was awake and watching with a steely look of anticipation and readiness.
“Cain’s missing. So is Lillian. Come on, let’s go.”
“Again?” He sighed, remembering the last time I told him his charge was missing, when he and Sherry were in the cave. “That boy . . . I’m coming, I’m coming.”
He got up hurriedly and I turned so as not to see him in his boxers, but it was a little too late.
Simon’s body was one of the oldest that the Keepers were in. Mostly, we tried for the younger ones if we could get them so we didn’t have to worry about health issues and elderly limitations, but he didn’t really have a choice on this one. None of us did, as evidence as to why I was in Sherry’s ex-boyfriends body.
We blurred down the hall and found Jeff waiting by the stairs looking at the same key hook I’d seen.
“They took the Jeep?” Jeff asked so I showed them both in their minds what Lillian had said to me and my assumption of what happened.
“Oh. Well, ok. Let’s go,” Jeff said and Simon just sighed again.
“Hold it. I’ve got to tell Sherry where I’m going.”
“Alright. I guess I should tell Marissa. You probably saved me a chewing out just now.”
“Marissa? Chew you out?”
“Hey, that woman is passionate about everything. Even violence. She could probably take me if I was caught off guard.”
“That I’d like to see.”
“Brothers, please,” Simon said exasperatingly. “We must go.”
“You’re right. Sorry,” I said and blurred to Sherry’s room.
I bent down and pushed the hair from her face.
“Sherry. Honey, wake up, listen.”
“Hmm?”
“I’m leaving. Cain was late getting home last night and Lillian left to go look for him.”
“What?” she said almost head bumping me when she sat up.
“No freaking out.” I grabbed her chin with my fingers. “We’re going to go look for them. We’ll find them, don’t worry.”
“I suppose you won’t let me come,” she phrased it as a statement because she knew my answer.
“Absolutely not.”
She bit her lip and sighed. “Ok,” she conceded surprisingly easy. “Hurry, go, and make sure you come back.” She grabbed my arm tight. “Please be careful.”
“Always.”
I kissed her quickly and touched her cheek for just a second, feeling her skin. It always seemed like the thing I wanted to remember most when I was in danger; the exact way her skin felt, so I found myself doing it every time I left her.
 
Love ya, honey.
 
“I love you, too,” she answered softly.
I blurred to the stairs just as Jeff got there and we set off up the stairs and toward the carport/shed. The van was the Crandle fanatics van that they abandoned at the bridge when Calvin showed up with his fire fingers. It would be dangerous to take it, because if someone recognized us in it, but Cain had his truck and Lillian had the Jeep. Phillip stole Sherry’s Rabbit, Bobby’s van was in the river and Phillip’s El Camino only held two people so . . .we were running out of options.
The Gremlin it was.
Miguel and his crew came in that car, all five of them crammed and packed in together. We hopped in, I drove and Jeff rode shotgun while frail Simon lounged sullenly in the backseat.
“We’ll find them Simon,” I said.
“I know. I just wish Cain would say something to me about this stuff. I didn’t even know for sure anything was going on with Lillian and him, just speculation. And she went to you instead of me but she knew I was Cain’s Keeper.” He shook his head. “I’m old. He doesn’t relate to me and doesn’t need or want my help. He doesn’t tell me anything anymore.”
“Simon, come on. She just knows me is all because of Sherry, and I know it’s strange, but things are different. We’re all trying to pull back from our charges some. They don’t need us as much, not individually. We need to treat them all like our charges.”
“I know, I know all that, but it doesn’t make the buzzing go away now does it,” he snapped.
“I’m sorry, Simon. We’re all dealing, I know. It doesn’t feel right. It feels completely wrong to not watch our Specials like a hawk all day and night but we have to pull through that, find a distraction.”
“Not all of us were lucky enough to jump into young handsome bodies. I’m sorry if I can’t have your enthusiasm,” he said almost bitterly.
I broke my own rule as I drove along the highway. I pushed into his mind. I knew he could tell right off because he would feel the fuzziness but he didn’t say a word.
He was genuinely worried about Cain, that didn’t surprise me, but he felt resentful, that surprised me. Resentful of me, Jeff, Kay, even Ryan, us more than any other Keepers.
We were all close, all had something he didn’t, all had something to offer Cain that he didn’t and were attached to humans here and he wasn’t and didn’t want to be. He just wanted to go home and he hated the fact that he knew we wanted to stay. That we had reasons to stay.
I looked at him in the mirror and didn’t see anger. I saw shame. He let me peek at his thoughts, knowing what I’d see but wanted me to know how he felt. I gave him a knowing nod and glanced at Jeff. He’d seen too. He looked guilty and a little sick. I spoke forcefully in Jeff’s mind.
 
Hey, you didn’t do anything wrong. We’re all different just like humans are. We get to choose how we cope, how we handle things, how we live. He’s not judging you. He’ll be fine. He’s just worried and homesick.
 
He nodded. Then I spoke to Simon.
 
We can talk anytime you want but I’ve spoken to Danny about this. About how hard it is for me to tamp down on my freak outs about him. He understood and tries to work with me on it. Cain would too if you’d talk to him. As for the rest, I’m sorry. I’m not trying to flaunt anything to you. I think you should try to enjoy what you can, while you can. We may not be going home at all, brother. You know this. Content, remember? Be content.
 
I didn’t bother to tell him I had no intentions of going home at all now and doubted Jeff’s as well. His nod to me looked sincere. I focused back solely on the road and thought about all the ways I wanted to kick Cain’s rear for putting Lillian and me through this crap.
And Lillian, sweet Lillian, wasn’t much higher up on my crap list.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY TWO – LILLIAN
Who Your Friends Are
CAIN LOOKED AT Billings sharply.
“Is that right, Billings? You’ve been playing me?”
Billings didn’t even look at him. He marched closer to the Lighter and me, looking right passed me to him.
“The girl, too. She came later looking for him. She said there were others coming to help them. This could be that big cell we’ve been looking for out here, sir.”
“Billings! What – Why?” I asked, wanting to cry or hit him but was too exhausted even try.
“I’m doing my job. I was always doing my job. I can act with the best of them to do what needs to be done. What? You thought you’d befriended an enforcer?” He chuckled to himself. “Now, why would I do that? I am not a rebel, I’m a patriot. Sir, what should we do with the traitors?”
“We’ll handle them here.”
Billings jolted still.
“But sir, per the amendment to the patriot act, we are to escort all rebels and anyone related to their activities into the nearest enforcement facility or law office for further processing.”
“And then what do they do with them, enforcer?” the Lighter asked menacingly.
“Well, after questioning, they are terminated, sir.”
“Ok. So we are only skipping a step. I assure you, you will be commended for your actions today, enforcer, not punished. You take him and I’ll take this . . .pretty little creature to our new leader I think. He’s been on the lookout for fresh young things, although she is a bit dingy. Or maybe not. Maybe I’ll have a little fun with her first.” He moved my hair aside and brushed his cold fingers down my neck and I shuddered.
“You keep your hands off her or I swear to all I believe in I will kill you slowly,” Cain growled and took a step towards us.
I looked at him, trying to look brave. Shaking my head, begging him not to do anything stupid. He looked the most scary I’d ever seen him, every inch the Marine I’d heard about. I believed every word he bit out too. He would kill or get himself killed trying to save me. I couldn’t live with that. I did the only thing I could think of.
“Yes,” I said. “Take me to him.”
“What?” I heard more than one, but wasn’t sure who said it.
“I said take-”
“I heard you, human. What it this trickery?”
“No tricks. I’ll trade myself for Cain and I’ll go willingly if you’ll let him go, right now.”
“I don’t need you to trade. I can force you just as easily,” the Lighter said and I could feel his cold sweet breath on my neck.
“Yes, but I’ll do whatever you want and I won’t tell anyone. You can have your way with me and then send me to the Taker and I’ll keep quiet. I promise, just let him go.”
“Taker?” Billings asked. “What’s that?”
No one answered him. I knew I’d piqued the Lighter’s interest. I wondered if Lighters were interested in sex. I guess I had my answer. I knew the Taker wouldn’t stand for him messing with his girls before he got to them, at least I’d hoped not. And now it seemed I had my answer to that too, because this Lighter was considering my offer. And I wanted to vomit.
“Lillian, what are you doing?” Cain ground out in a growl, not sounding too happy with my proposition.
“Saving you, but this time, I actually get to.”
“Don’t,” he pleaded, looking into my eyes.
“I have to. You can help the others, I can’t. I’m useless.”
“Shut up! No more chatter!” the Lighter yelled and turned me to look at him.
I looked into his eyes wondering what he was going to do. The Keepers had said that the Lighters compulsion didn’t work on us anymore. Only the Takers direct compulsion worked anymore on those of us who knew what they were. He searched my face, his eyes moving frantically and thoroughly.
“No tricks?” he asked.
I wanted to have a bluff up my sleeve, a plan of some sort but I was winging it and seemed to have placed myself somewhere I couldn’t back down from. I shook my head reluctantly. He got the strangest look on his face. Almost like affection, and then he leaned forward and smelled my hair. I could hear Cain grunt and growl angrily behind me.
“I remember,” the Lighter said softly. “I remember that smell – this body remembers. Jasmine? That right?” He looked at me expectantly and I nodded again. “Mmm, this body has missed smelling a woman,” he said thoughtfully, like it surprised him.
I was speechless. I’d never heard a Lighter talk more than a sentence let alone have a conversation with one. Let alone talking about the smells of a woman. Freaky.
I couldn’t help but notice as he stared down into my eyes how young he was. His body was no more than twenty five. He had black hair, of course, and cut close. He had a little scar right above his left eye, on his forehead. Under different circumstances, I would have thought him really handsome.
“You remember what the last person in that body remembered?” I asked not being able to stop myself.
To my utter shock, he answered me calmly.
“Yes. Well, the body does. It reacts to your shampoo. Someone used to wear that scent and the body remembers smelling that smell, and liking it. And your eyes, I’ve seen that color somewhere before. Also,” he touched my hair gently and I gasped slightly as his fingers smoothed away the strays at my temple, “your hair. The body loves your hair.”
What the—
He wasn’t even talking like, sexually, anymore. He was just talking calmly, like it was meaningful and surprising. I had no idea what to do. Cain must have been just as freaked because he stayed silent. The Lighter looked into my eyes and though they were still black and dark, I swear I could see emotion. Not just emotion, but regret.
I bit my lip. I did not want to feel sorry for a Lighter. He spoke again, holding my gaze.
“I don’t know what’s happening to me. I feel like . . .like I couldn’t hurt you, even if I wanted to. I feel like I don’t want to. I don’t understand.”
He looked so stricken I knew he wasn’t faking. I remembered Merrick and Jeff talking about this. About how the Taker makes them weak because he’s human and it compiles on top of the human emotions they are already fighting because of the human bodies they are in. I remembered Piper going off the deep end because of her human emotions. What if . . .
What if they could be saved? Changed?
“What’s your name? Do you have one?”
“Lillian,” Cain hissed at me, I ignored him.
“I am called Daniel. You are Lillian?” he asked softly and seemed surprised by my question as much as Cain was.
He still had his cold hands on my upper arms, holding me in place but his grip was loose.
“Yes. What are you going to do with us, Daniel?”
“I-”
He was interrupted by a loud noise behind him. I realized I hadn’t heard any Markers since we’d been up there. I wondered if the Lighters could control them but I didn’t ponder that long. Daniel turned with me still with him and paled, more than a Lighter could already with their pale skin.
He didn’t turn me around, but I glanced over my shoulder to see what he saw; another Lighter, standing on one of the burnt car hoods and watching Daniel and the rest of us with dark, careful eyes.
“Need any help?” he asked happily.
“No, the enforcer and I have everything under control,” Daniel answered briskly.
Billings stepped up beside us.
“Yes, sir. We’ve got it,” he said though after everything that just happened he didn’t seem so sure.
“What? Hogging all the fun for yourselves? That’s not nice. We haven’t had any bust in a few days now. Come on, let me take the girl. You two can take the man.”
I heard crunching and squeaking. He was climbing down the car hood and then a thud as he jumped into the dirt behind me.
Daniel pulled me behind him, leaving his arm around me to make me stay and I gasped at the notion. He was trying to protect me? I looked back at Cain.
He was grimacing and shook his head at me, looking way too strung and wired, meaning he had no idea what was going on either.
“What’s going on here?” the new Lighter asked with an accusing tone. “What are you doing out here with these rebels?”
“Sir, we told you-” Billings started.
“Silence. I’m talking to you.” He pointed at Daniel.
“Are you . . .are you attempting to keep her from me?” He laughed as he spoke the words.
“Just go.”
“How can you do this? What’s happened to you?”
“Just leave us, we’ll handle this,” Daniel commanded calmly.
“Not. A. Chance.”
I peeked over Daniel’s shoulder again to see the new Lighter smiling and looking very much like he had found the fun he was looking for. What was Daniel going to do? What was Billings going do, turn Daniel in for growing a minutes worth of conscience?
“All right then. I’ll give you your fight,” Daniel said and turned quickly pushing me towards Billings. “Run!”
Billings caught me as I stumbled just as I heard the smack of skin on skin and turned to see Daniel locked in a blur of a fight with the other Lighter. I looked up at Billings and he looked shocked, watching the scene with me, then he shrugged.
“Take your miracles where you find ‘em, kid.”
He towed me over to Cain, who met us halfway and snatched me from Billings like he was a viper. And, in a way, he was. I’d almost forgotten Billings had betrayed us. Cain pulled me behind him and started to back away, to where I didn’t know.
“Hey now. I’m still on your side,” Billings said with hands raised in surrender.
“Oh, yeah? It didn’t look that way to me.”
“What was I supposed to do? I was trying to think, buy us some time. I had on my uniform. It’s not like he wouldn’t wonder what I was doing with you.”
“I don’t buy it.”
“Neither do I,” the new Lighter said as he picked up Billings from behind and threw him like a sack of dirty laundry towards the ditch.
Billings rolled down into it and we couldn’t see him anymore. I glanced around and didn’t see Daniel anywhere. He caught us, then tried to save me, then deserted us? I was so confused.
“Now, give me the girl and I’ll let you die quickly.”
“Yeah? That’s what you all say,” Cain answered.
I could hear Billings grunting as he tried to climb back out of the ditch. I grabbed Cain’s hand and squeezed. If nothing else, it’s the last thing I wanted to touch before I died. He squeezed back.
“Oooh. Smart-alec. You are going to be fun,” the Lighter said and laughed, then lunged for us just as something blurred right in front of us, making the Lighter falter his steps.
“Hey!” Billings yelled as he chucked another piece of wood from the ditch at the Lighter, hitting him in the arm. “I’m an enforcer gone rogue, a rebel now. Wouldn’t you love to take me downtown for questioning?”
“Fool. You have made a mistake like nothing you-”
He was cut off by another blur. Daniel punched him in the chest and when the Lighter landed in the dirt, skidding and sliding from the force, Daniel jumped high into the air, coming down in a cloud of dust as he knelt in a fluid motion and drove a blackened crowbar right through the chest of the other Lighter.
I felt the cold rush of wind and saw the bolt of lightning shoot into the sky from his chest. I screamed, having never been close enough to see one die before. Cain turned and hugged me to his chest, burying my face in the crook of his neck so I couldn’t see as the Lighter turned to nothing. Which I knew he would. No traces of anything would be left.
It was quiet for a few seconds, then I lifted my head to find Cain and Daniel with locked gazes, staring across the five feet of dirt between them.
I started to move toward him and Cain tightened his grip. Before he could speak I spoke. “He saved us, Cain. He saved me. Let go,” I whispered.
He did, but looked none too pleased with the idea.
“Daniel, are you alright?” I asked as I inched forward
“I am fine. I feel . . .” He shook his head and let the crowbar fall to the dirt. “I shouldn’t feel anything at all. I feel badly for killing my brother, but I couldn’t let him hurt you.” He looked around the cars and rubble then back to me. “You need to leave, others will come. I can’t fight them all,” he said in a rush.
I walked right up to stand in front of him.
“Why? Why didn’t you want him to hurt me?”
He looked puzzled and conflicted. He thought for a second then took a breath.
“You made me feel. You make me want to be something different than what I am. I don’t know if that’s possible but I couldn’t let him take that from me. And . . .I felt it would hurt me to watch you in pain.”
“Come with us.” I just blurted it out and heard Cain’s aggravated noises behind me.
“Lillian, I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” Cain said slowly.
“Cain he saved our lives! He says he wants to be different.”
“Your Cain is right,” Daniel said never taking his eyes off me. “I cannot come with you. First, this feeling may leave when you aren’t here to produce the feelings for me.”
“I don’t believe that-”
“Second, your people will not accept me, no matter what I may want to be, I am what I am, that I cannot change.”
He looked so sad I grabbed his hand in between us where Cain couldn’t see. Daniel looked down at our hands and moved his thumb back and forth over my skin in an exploration more than a caress. He was frowning like he was trying to figure something out.
“I’ll help you. I’ll talk to them. We’ll figure it out. What are you gonna do? Just go back to the Lighters and pretend none of this happened?”
“I do not know what I am to do. I suppose, no, I cannot go back after what I’ve done.”
“Come with us. Trust me.”
“I can’t. That would put you in danger, upset the balance of your people.” He moved an inch closer and spoke softly. “I am what I am, Lillian.”
“Lillian,” Cain called and when I looked back he nodded towards the sunrise. The sun had almost risen without me realizing it. “We have to go. Come on, baby. I know you want to help, but you can’t make him come. He’s right though. Can you imagine Merrick and Jeff if we brought a Lighter back with us?”
I could and it wasn’t pretty. I turned back to Daniel. “You saved us. The Lighters will kill you.” I bit my lip and just said it. “It feels wrong just leaving you like this.”
He looked surprised and then leaned forward just a bit.
“It feels wrong just watching you go,” he whispered softly and then quickly looked to the sky and his jaw clenched. “Go. They are coming. I’ll hold him off. Go!”
“Lillian, let’s go,” Cain said pulling on my arm. He turned quickly back to Daniel. “Thanks. I don’t know why you’re doing this but thank you.”
“It is I who should thank you.” He looked back to me, directly into my eyes. “You taught me to feel. Now go. Be safe.”
I couldn’t think of a thing to say so I reluctantly ran with Cain’s hand in mine, Billings scrambling to keep up with us. He had redeemed himself and showed us he was telling the truth. It was just implied he was going with us since he tossed wood at a Lighter that could have literally killed him in two seconds and would have had Daniel not come back.
Just as Cain scooped the keys up from the pavement, we heard a metallic loud crashing behind us. We turned to see another fight, blurring blacks, dark and then pale. Crashing into the blackened cars and rolling around on the dirt. Daniel was fighting another Lighter so we could get away.
Cain jerked me forward and we jumped in the Jeep. As he squealed the tires on the pavement doing a 180 towards home, I turned to look out the window. Daniel was standing there, still motionless, and alone so he must’ve killed another brother for us. I felt sick leaving him there but I understood what they both were saying. It didn’t make it any easier though.
As I watched him get smaller and smaller out of the plastic back window, he lifted his hand in goodbye to me. I lifted mine in return.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY THREE – CAIN
Don’t Call Me Hot
“I . . .CANNOT BELIEVE THAT just happened,” I said in a rush of relief and astonishment.
“I know. Man, you can’t get luckier than that,” Billings agreed.
“You’re telling me.”
“I feel terrible,” Lillian said quietly behind me from the back seat. “I can’t believe . . .I mean, I know we couldn’t bring him with us, but it’s still not right. He saved our lives.”
“Lillian,” I said softly, trying not to seem like I’m reprimanding her. Though, I kinda wanted to. “He saved us, yes, but I don’t know why. Maybe he was tricking us. Maybe he’s following us right now.” Hmmm. “I didn’t think of that.”
“He’s not,” she stated firmly. “I know he’s not.”
“How can we know for sure? Lighters aren’t exactly known for their forthcoming truthful nature. He could have been lying that whole time. It could have been an act.”
“It wasn’t. He killed two Lighters.”
“Maybe that was part of his plan, the Takers plan. Two to sacrifice to get the bigger cell of rebels found.”
“No.”
“Why? Because he was sweet on you? That doesn’t mean anything, L. You are pretty cute, you know. Even evil can see that.”
“Yeah.” Billings turned in the front seat to look at her. Really look at her and I wanted to stop the Jeep and dump his ogling butt in the street. “Now that I can see you, even though you’re all caked in mud, I’d have to agree. Pretty hot actually.”
“Dude,” I said feeling peeved, zero to sixty, and pushed him back into his seat.
“What?” He held his hands out like he was innocent. “It’s true. You said it.”
“She’s mine. I can say it.”
I thought for sure she was gonna call me on the ‘she’s mine’ remark but she didn’t.
“He wasn’t sweet on me. He was scared,” Lillian said loudly to cover up our banter and poked her head in between the front seats. “Don’t worry about him. He’s not coming after us. And you.” She looked at Billings. “Don’t call me hot.” She wrapped her arms around my seat headrest, around my neck and put her mouth on my ear. “And I love it when you call me L.”
She kissed the back of my neck and stayed there, closing her eyes and sighing long and relief filled. I could see her face in the rearview mirror. She was muddy, as all of us were. It reminded me of when I first saw her; all dingy and dirty from weeks of running and hiding. It made me think that I never wanted to see her like that again, that she deserved more than this. That I couldn’t wait for us to be able to live somewhat normally and not always looking behind us and hiding out like fugitives.
I put my hand on her arm and we rode silently for a while. Billings closed his eyes too and slouched in his seat. Then . . .crap.
Another car was coming our way. I barely ever saw traffic out here and with our luck of last night it couldn’t be good, but as I passed them I saw it was the pea soup green Gremlin and Merrick was driving.
I started to slow, but he did a quick 180 turn and got on my tail, following us home so I kept going.
As soon as we pulled into the parking lot, I swung back into the spot in the shed and he pulled in beside us. Billings was still asleep. I hopped out and helped Lillian out too. She kept hold of my hand after I shut the door and she stayed close like she was scared or worried. I wondered why.
Merrick came around the back of the Jeep to meet us, looking every bit the Keeper he was.
“Well, Cain, there are easier ways to piss me off you know, if that’s what you’re going for. Ways that don’t include risking your life,” he said easily and braced himself on the Jeep with a shoulder, crossing his arms while Simon and Jeff came to stand behind him, also crossing their arms and I suddenly felt this looked more like an interrogation than a rescue.
“Good to see you, too, man.”
“What the mess, Cain.”
“I’m so glad you’re picking up the language, dude. It becomes you.”
He chuckled reluctantly and rolled his eyes as he bumped my fist I held out for him. “I’m glad you’re all right, Cain. We were worried,” Simon said and I twinged with guilt at the look on his face. Like a disappointed, high strung father.
“No worries, Simon. Sorry, we have a lot to tell you.”
“What in the worlds were you thinking, man? What happened? And you.” Merrick looked at Lillian, but her head was still down. “You scared me, you know. Why did you come get me if you didn’t plan to wait on me? You don’t trust me?”
“I already raked her over the coals, man,” I said and was a little surprised at the way he spoke to her, though I had already done much worse.
“I’m sure that you did, but that’s not what I’m trying to do. I understand, I do. Sherry would have done the same thing and I would have yelled at her for it, too, but I told you I’d help you.”
“I didn’t want to put anyone else in danger,” she said softly.
“She has this theory-” I started, but she interrupted me with a strange soft voice.
“Don’t make fun of me, Cain.”
I stopped. Because that was exactly what I was about to do. Not intentionally, but outing her fears to this group of guys, standing around . . . She really believed it, no matter how silly it was.
“I’m not,” I said softly and waited for her to look at me. When she did, I gave her a crooked smile that I knew she couldn’t resist. She smiled, too. I looked back to Merrick. “We’ll tell you all about it. There’s a whole lot to tell, but first, I need to get this girl inside, clean up and get some breakfast. Ok?”
“Yeah. Definitely, sorry. You both look terrible. I’m sure it’ll be an interesting story.”
“You don’t know the half of it. L here is about to blow your mind, Keeper.” He looked between us wearily. “Oh and by the way? Why don’t you wake up that enforcement officer in the front seat and bring him in, too. He’s good people.”
And I walked off, holding Lillian’s hand, wanting to laugh as I could actually hear their jaws drop behind us.
~ ~ ~
We were met by Sherry, of course, at the stairs. She was fretting – Sherry style – pacing an oval in the floor at the bottom of the stairs, rubbing her necklace charm in between her fingers and biting her lip.
She seemed disappointed for just a sliver of a second at the sight of us, but then it vanished to happiness and I knew why. We weren’t Merrick, but for the first time in months, that didn’t upset me as much. I wanted to point to the sky and thank the big guy right there. Jump up and down. Something.
It seemed the Sherry train was leaving the station.
Instead I just took the gleeful hug she offered and looked at Lillian over Sherry’s head. Her face was slightly amused, but also careful. It pained me to know that she still thought I was hung up on Sherry. I was going to have to try harder to prove her wrong on that one.
She hugged Lillian next.
“Where’s Merrick? He found you guys right?” Sherry asked in a panic.
“Sort of. He’s outside. He’ll be down in just a minute.”
She started asking for details and whys? I immediately took over because I knew sweet Lillian would just sit there and answer question after question no matter how hungry, tired and muddy she was. “Later, Sherry, ok? It’s been a rough night.”
“Oh! Of course. I left you guys some breakfast on the stove. You want to eat first or shower?”
Lillian and I looked at each other and said at the same time, “Shower.”
“Ok, you do that. I’ll start some fresh coffee,” Sherry said and fluttered off to the kitchen.
~ ~ ~
I took the shower down the hall and Lillian went to the one by the laundry room. I tried not to think about it, actually.
Once I was clean and changed my clothes, I made my way down the hall and heard yelling. I knew instantly what it was about. I wanted to smack myself for my stupidity but instead, I took off running.
“Miguel! Stop!” I yelled as I rounded the corner and saw what I had predicted.
“This is an enforcer, mate, in case you didn’t notice. You just brought an enforcer into our house!”
Miguel had Billings by the shirt collar and there was a crowd around him who seemed to be egging him on. Merrick and Jeff looked to be trying to diffuse but didn’t really have any explanations because I hadn’t given them any yet.
“I know. Listen. I have a very good reason for doing that, but right now, you have a pretty important ally by the shirt collar and he doesn’t look like he enjoys being manhandled.”
In fact, Billings looked redder than I’d ever seen a man get.
Miguel let him go slowly and eyed him the whole time. Then Billings jerked away from him and moved around to my side a bit.
“Sorry, man. I didn’t think to say anything to anyone,” I said, knowing how lame it sounded.
“Whatever. Just fix it because I’m stuck here with you. It’s not like I can just go back out there after what I did,” Billings said loudly, but seemed to be getting back under control.
“And, just what is it that you did?” Jeff asked as Marissa came up to stand beside him, rubbing his arm to calm him, always Jeff’s regulator.
“I hit a Lighter to save your friend here.”
Silence. Wide eyes. Everything I expected.
“Like I said,” I interjected before anyone else could start, “everyone just sit down and I’ll tell you the whole story. You are not going to believe what happened.”
I sat down and started telling my part, about how Billings pulled me over and was searching the truck and about to arrest me, and then the Markers came.
Lillian brought a plate of biscuits and gravy and coffee to me and Billings, who was standing affronted on the back wall. She was holding everything on her arms in true waitress fashion and I could see her doing that before all this. I smiled gratefully at her and took it as she went and grabbed one for herself and returned to sit next to me on the couch.
Just about everyone had come out to listen to what had happened to us. It was a packed room as everyone stood or sat tightly wound together. Nobody asked questions, everybody just listened intently.
Once Lillian and I finished our food, I pulled her into my lap and patted her spot on the couch for Margo to sit. I was pretending to be courteous to an old lady when really, I just wanted Lillian to sit on my lap. She came willingly, tucking her hair behind her ear and watching me talk with . . .admiration?
We got to the part where Lillian got there in the Jeep and I heard Merrick grunt. When I looked he had an eyebrow raised, but he was smiling a little smile. One that said ‘Jeez these women’. He looked down at Sherry, who’d come in and wound herself up in his arms, and then back up at me, still smiling.
By that point, nobody was convinced about Billings any more than they were at the beginning. Miguel was glaring at him. We’d talked about this before. People looked at the enforcers as the worst type of traitor because they were humans, who weren’t marked, and were working directly for the Lighters to weed us out of their own free will. Other humans. Even after the story, they might take some time to warm up to Billings.
Lillian had been quiet the whole time. I didn’t know if she wanted to talk about the Lighter or not but she didn’t seem to want to.
“So, the Lighter had Lillian and just stopped. He was looking at her, right down in her face. Then he told her he remembered the way she smelled, her perfume. Then he said he didn’t know what was happening to him and then he said . . .that he didn’t want to hurt her.”
“Excuse me?” Jeff spouted incredulously and came a few steps closer.
“Jeff, I know, ok. I know, just listen. I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t heard it with my own ears but he said it.”
“It was a trick,” Merrick said shaking his head anxiously.
“I thought that too, but then he . . .” I looked at Lillian. She shrugged. She understood like me how hard it was gonna be to explain it all. “He protected Lillian. He pulled her behind him and killed another Lighter that came up while all this was going on. He killed two Lighters in fact. He told us to run and to be safe. He thanked us, well, he thanked L for . . .helping him to feel.
“Impossible,” Max heaved the words out.
“Whoa, this is heavy,” Miguel said, the enforcer behind us all but forgotten.
“Not possible,” Jeff said. “That’s not possible.”
“Oh, it’s possible. It happened. He told her his name was Daniel,” I explained.
“They have names?” Margo asked, but everyone ignored the question.
“He was sad,” Lillian finally spoke up. “He said he was sad that we had to go but he wanted us to be safe. He said he felt bad for having to kill his brother. You didn’t see his eyes. They were so . . .human.”
“It had to be a trick. They could’ve followed us here,” Simon spoke up from the kitchen doorway.
I looked at Lillian because I’d said that same thing. She just looked tired and so ready to be done with this.
“I thought that, too, but you guys weren’t there.” Lillian looked up sharply at me, thinking I was going to agree with them as I had before. What better way to show a girl you lov—whoa. Like. A girl you like that you trust her. “He was serious. I don’t think he could’ve faked that and he did kill them, I saw it. It was like a flipped switch. He just . . .changed.”
I went on to talk about how Billings had helped and all, trying to sway the subject. Didn’t work. People were freaked, upset, joyous, but mostly freaked. They all started talking at once. So Merrick shouted over the shouting.
“Ok! Ok. The important thing is that we have a new addition. A very useful new addition.”
“Thanks for that,” Billings muttered sarcastically.
“I’m sorry, I’m not trying to downplay what you did and I’m not implying you’re going to be some spy for us. I just wanted to introduce you and welcome you. So . . . Why don’t we all tell, uh, Billings our names and uses around here. My name is Merrick, this is my wife Sherry. And I’m a . . . Keeper.”
Billings sucked in a long, steady, loud breath and his eyes got as round as half dollars. Don’t blow it Billings. Don’t blow it with crazy Keepers-are-evil talk.
“What?” he asked softly. “Like, a real one? I thought that was some made up junk they told us to keep everybody in line. Like the boogieman in a kid’s story.”
“Not even close,” I answered.
“So, you have a Keeper living with you. That must come in handy. So, what exactly are they good for?”
“Billings. Dude,” I said trying to save him from himself.
“What? I can’t ask what they do? I didn’t even know Lighters could do anything until I saw it back there. I didn’t even know you called them that. And Takers? And Markers? I had no idea about anything. Nothing. So I have no idea about Keepers either. I’ve been kept in the dark about everything I’ve done for months now. Who knows how many innocents I put away – I think I deserve a little truth,” Billings spouted in a fury.
“Ok. Yes, you’re right. Merrick is a Keeper, but they are not like the Lighters. They can blur really fast, talk in your mind and have a constant fever but that’s about it. Nothing crazy. So, don’t worry about them, ok. Everything you ever heard about them was a lie. Alright?”
“Ok.”
“Don’t freak out.”
He snorted, but still looked scared and like he’d made a huge mistake coming here. “After you told me you have a Keeper here? Why would I freak out?”
“Because we’re just getting started.”
“What – What do you mean?” Billings said and pushed himself even further into the wall.
“Keepers? Cool? Can I just out this thing and get it over with?” I got about a hundred yeses in my head at the same time and thought I was gonna have an aneurism. It frigging hurt. “Jeez! Guys, come on,” I said holding my head.
“Sorry,” Jeff said and had the decency to look sorry as did others. “Go ahead. You’re right, it’s easier this way.”
“Wait! Did you say Keepers? Like Keepers, plural?” Billings squeaked.
“Yeah, ok, like pulling off a band-aid. Billings I’d like you to meet Merrick, Jeff, Simon, Max, Ryan, Kay . . .” I pointed and went down the whole procession of every Keeper present and then ended with outing Marissa as a Muse, because she was a fancy one too.
We also introduced him to the Specials and demonstrated some gifts when he didn’t believe us. If he was red a minute ago, he was ghost white now. He looked ill. Seriously like he wanted to run away and never look back.
“S-so, this is what they were keeping from us?” Billings said in a small voice.
“Dude, there’s a lot to tell you, ok? We haven’t always had these gifts. This is a recent thing and the Keepers aren’t bad. Well, not all,” I joked, but Billings looked up quickly. “Joke, man. Listen, we’ve been up all night. That’s not helping things, let’s get some rest. You’ll have your own room. We built a lot down here so we have room for new people when they come along. Just rest and let things sink in. We’ll answer all your questions later, but if I don’t shut my eyes they are going to shut for me.”
“Ok. All right, fine,” Billings answered and looked around like he didn’t know where to begin or what to do.
I set Lillian in my spot where Margo was tittering on about something and went to help Billings get settled. Sherry got there first.
“Hey,” Sherry said coming to stand with him and she brought Lily with her. “This is Lily. Lily, this is . . .uh . . . Do you want us to just call you Billings?”
“Uh,” Billings’ eyes were glued to Lily, and then he shook his head and spoke up, “yeah, Billings is what I’ve been called for months. I’m used to it now.”
“Ok, Lily, this is Mr. Billings. He’s going to be staying here with us.”
“Hi,” Lily said brightly.
“Hi,” Billings said softly with a full on Lily trance.
I almost felt sorry for him. Sherry knew when to pull the Lily card. It worked every time.
“There’s an empty room beside Mig – um, Calvin and Frank, if you want to put him in there, Cain. I’m Sherry by the way. Merrick is my husband.”
He took her offered hand and looked at her a little wearily.
“Yes, I heard him say that. So you married a Keeper?”
“Yes.”
“You look a little . . .young to be a wife and mother, if you don’t mind me saying so.”
Sherry did mind, I knew it. It drove her crazy when people said anything about her being young and being married to a Keeper. Her take on it all was that things were different. The world was different and the same rules and social standards no longer applied. We should all be here for each other, one big happy family. But she kept her sweet smile in place.
“Probably, but we found Lily. She was brought into the family just like you were, from outside. Lily, do you want to go see Merrick for a little bit?”
“Uhuh! Bye!”
“Bye,” Billings called after her and then Sherry went on.
“They found her in the city and brought her back here after the Lighters turned her family into lunatics who abused her. We’ve had a lot of people join us since we started. Miguel, Josh, Racine. A lot of others. We’ve lost a lot of people too.” She took a deep breath and wrapped a curl around a finger, twirling it round and round. I wondered if she even realized she was doing it. “I know you’re not very trusting of us and I understand that, but I promise you, we are not what you have to worry about. If you need anything, let me know. We’ve got extra clothes and soap and things like that. You can get cleaned up and then take a nap for a while, and then I’ll have lunch ready in a bit. Ok?”
“Ok.” Billings seemed a little more relaxed now.
Sherry had that effect on people. I knew she was trying to calm him down, for one, so he wouldn’t bolt while we weren’t looking, but also, because he looked positively green with fright.
“Don’t worry, once everyone gets to know you, you’ll be fine here. The Keepers are pretty human, you couldn’t even tell until we told you.” She raised her eyebrow and smiled to challenge him. “I’m glad you’re here and thank you for saving Cain and Lillian. I’m serious, you need anything, let me know.”
“Ok, Sherry, thank you.”
She smiled at him, then at me and walked back over to Merrick with Billings watching in odd fascination. At first I thought he was checking her out and then when I looked back, I saw Merrick picking up Sherry in a hug with her feet off the floor and kissing her. Kissing her good. I remembered that he had been out looking for me and Sherry had been fretting. They’d be pretty lovey dovey for the rest of the day then. I looked back to Billings.
“Wow,” Billings muttered, “that Keeper gets more action than I do.”
“Dude, we are gonna get along just fine,” I said with a knowledge that it would be so as I slapped him on the back.
Billings was thirties. Blonde hair and except for a little pudge around the middle was in pretty good shape. He was probably in the military before this.
 
Cain, I’ll take Billings so you can rest.
 
I nodded thanks to Simon and then pointed Billings towards him.
“He’ll show you the extra clothes and stuff and give you the short tour. He’s cool.”
Billings walked off with a wave and I turned back to see Lillian conked out on the couch where I’d left her, no Margo. She was so exhausted. I scooped her up and took her down the hall. She snuggled against me, sighing softly. Like she felt totally safe, warm and comfortable.
I pushed her door open and laid her in the sleeping bag, taking off her shoes and pulling the covers over her. She grabbed my arm.
“Stay.”
Ehhhhh, jeez. “I can’t,” I admitted and was surprised at how gruff my voice sounded.
“Yes, you can,” she said sleepily. “I give you permission.”
“Um, no, I can’t. No matter how exhausted I am, I’m . . . not sure I can just sleep in here with you.”
“Why?”
“Lillian,” I groaned, “you’re making me insane.”
“I trust you.”
“L, I want to do this right with you. I’ve got to come at this with a whole new approach. I know I sound like a walking cliché, but I can’t help it. And I can’t stay.”
“Sure you can, because I’m not giving you permission to do anything but sleep.” I laughed at her and she giggled cutely, her eyes still closed. “Please? I’m so cold,” she said and did a fake shiver.
“You little liar,” I said through a smile. She had a point. I had to keep my hands to myself if she wouldn’t let me do anything else, right? “Ok, just sleep. No hanky panky, not even a little.”
“None. I promise not to ravish you.”
“Good. Cause it’s you I’m worried about,” I said sarcastically.
She smiled and pulled me down next to her. I figured she’d roll over, but she snuggled right up against me and burrowed in like a little kitten, her eyes closed the whole time.
It was odd how much she trusted me. Completely and utterly.
I pulled my arm around her and felt her breaths get slower and slower until she was out again. I just laid there for a while, rubbing my hand up and down her soft arm, thinking about everything that had happened.
Billings, the Lighter, Lillian. Jeez, Lillian braved the dark and Lighters and whatever else that can come out to come save me, not even knowing where or what. It still shocked me to see how much I felt for her in just a few weeks. She was so . . .something. Like what Merrick said that day about Sherry. That he felt like she was made for him, like she was a creature right out of his dreams. Yeah. That was what it felt like.
“Thanks for coming to save me, lovely,” I whispered.
I knew she was asleep and didn’t hear me, but I still needed to say it. Then—
“Anytime, sweetie pie, but let’s not make this a habit, ok?” she whispered amused and drowsy.
“You got it,” I answered with a chuckle, kissed her forehead and closed my eyes smiling.
Thinking about how I’d almost thought the word ‘love’ today. I’ve never said that word to anyone. Not even my fiancé. She never said it, so neither did I. My parents weren’t the type to say it so, I’ve never used it . . .except with Sherry, but only in my head.
But now, looking back and comparing it to Lillian, I didn’t know. Sherry was the first person to be utterly real with me. No games or lying or agendas and I think that’ was why I fell so hard. And she was so sweet and caring and always thoughtful, mindful of what you needed and that was real too. I’d never been in love before so, I guess I needed to see what it was like.
It sucked, royally, because I couldn’t have her, but now . . . I have to say, I was happy about that. I was just getting myself ready for Lillian.
And now, I was.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR – SHERRY
I Just Became My Mother
“COME ON,” I told Lily. “I know this is all so exciting, but it’s nap time.”
“But—”
“Lily. Honey,” I reprimanded her softly and then stiffened.
Holy cow! I just became my mother!
“Ok. I need to tell Mewwick goodnight.”
“Ok. Come on.”
I towed her to the other side of the commons room, her little, cold, soft hand latched to my fingers. Her long golden locks brushing my arm and I walked and she skipped.
“Goodnight, Fwankwin,” Lily chimed as we passed him sitting next to Eli, his dad, on the floor playing checkers, and he waved to her.
“Lily bug,” Merrick crooned and grabbed her up. “Nap time already?”
“Uhuh. I had to come say goodnight.”
“Well, goodnight, sweetheart.”
“Goodnight. Can I still call you daddy? You said I could.”
He sucked in a breath. We’d had this conversation already, but she never said it to him or anything else about it since. “Of course you can. Anything you want.”
She hugged him tight around his neck. “Goodnight, Daddy.”
His smile over her shoulder was blinding. “Goodnight, baby.”
Then she kissed him on the cheek and reached for me to take her. I did and we stood there for a second as I looked up at Merrick. I needed to make sure he wouldn’t pass out or anything. He didn’t. Just looked at her like she was the precious thing she was.
“Ok. Let’s go, bug,” I said.
“Wait. What can I call you Shawwy? Mother?”
I wanted to laugh at the formal title but held my breath. I never dreamed she’d say those words to me. I hoped but never thought. Was this real? Was I dreaming again? That would make more sense.
 
Honey, breathe.
 
I looked up to him and took a deep breath.
“Well . . .” I started, but had to clear my throat. “Probably mommy would be easier. But you don’t have to call me that if you don’t want to.”
“I want to, I wike it.”
“Ok. That’s fine. Ready?”
“I gotta go potty fiwst.”
“Well, let’s go.”
“Ok, Mommy.”
Ahhh. She said it.
I didn’t think I could make it any further, not one step. I knew I was only just barely twenty, ok. I knew, but you have to understand what was it was like to think you’d never have kids. To never hear certain words directed at you, never tuck someone who fits in your arms into bed. I’d done lots of those things I’d never dreamed and it didn’t matter one bit that she didn’t come from me and Merrick. She was mine and his, all the way.
I realized, I still hadn’t moved, stuck in a trance or something. Cain always joked that people got stuck in the Lily trance. I guessed he was right.
 
Honey . . .Hold on, not yet. Do you want me to take her?
 
I looked up and saw that familiar sympathetic face, but this time with a twinge of amusement mixed in. Then I felt the tears on my cheeks that I hadn’t even felt before. Oh! He was telling me to hold it together until I got her in bed. I must have looked like I was about to lose it, so I wiped my face and took a deep breath pulling her along with me to the back hall.
We skipped our way, she did her business and we skipped back down the hall to her little room. I helped her change into her night shirt and laid her in the pink frayed covers.
“Sing to me?” she asked and then yawned cutely, turning sideways on the pillow.
“What do you want to hear?”
“Um . . .that song that says ‘angels’.”
“Ok. You know I love you, bug, right?”
“Uhuh. I wuv you too Sh – Mommy.”
I pressed my lips together to dam back the tears for just another minute. I wondered if I’d ever get use to the jolt in my heart when I heard that word. Mommy.
I sang happily, though it was hard to sing through a smile, but not impossible.
 
Sleepyhead, close your eyes, I am right here beside you.
I’ll protect you from harm. You will always be in my arms.
Guardian angels are near, so sleep on with no fear.
Guardian angels are near, so sleep on with no fear.
 
If Lily only knew how true Brahms lullaby really was. Guardian angels were near, right in the other room in fact. She was the safest she could be in this world right now.
And . . .she was out. I knew it would take no time at all. I crept out of her door backwards and bumped into Merrick, there waiting for me. I didn’t say anything. I just turned and let him pull me into the circle of his arms. I pressed my face into his warm chest as we stood there in the hall. He smoothed my hair, wrapping his fingers in it, massaging and twirling the curls.
 
You’re a mommy.
 
I nodded against his chest and smiled. I felt his shirt damp under my face. I didn’t care because they were tears of happiness.
“And you’re a daddy.” I pulled back to look at his face. “Did you ever imagine that?”
“No, I never thought to.” He smiled. “Come lay down with me for a while, Mommy.”
I laughed and followed him to the next door down to our room. I lay down in the sleeping bag and felt him climb in behind me. He wrapped his arms around me, his heavy forearm over my waist and kissed my neck from behind.
When he spoke, his breath tickled my neck and ear. “I’m a selfish bastard.”
I stiffened. That was the absolute last thing I would have thought he would say at a time like that. “What are you talking about?”
He sighed and waited before he spoke. When he did it was careful and low like he was ashamed, like he was confessing. “I’m happy. I’m so happy that you’ve got Lily and I’ve got you. But none of this would have happened if the Lighters hadn’t come. If they hadn’t messed up everything on earth. I’m selfish because I’m . . .almost glad they did. I shouldn’t be this happy about circumstances that have hurt so many people. Have killed innocents, killed Keepers, devastated the balance of things. It’s just . . .wrong.”
“I know how you feel. It’s strange to feel like you got everything you ever wanted, but at the expense of so much. There are people out there suffering, but for me, I feel like it’s Christmas. But it’s not wrong to try to make something good out of something bad. That’s what we should do. That’s what we’re doing. Lily needs parents, right?”
“Yes.”
“So what’s wrong with taking the role of it and being happy about it?”
“Nothing’s wrong with that, but I just . . .I don’t know. It’s hard to explain, Sherry. I’ve spent my whole existence content and comfortable. I never knew what happy was. I saw it but never experienced it and didn’t know what I was missing. Until you. I guess I just don’t know how to be happy.”
“Well, you better start learning, pal.”
He chuckled and I could feel the vibrations all through me. “Mmhmm. I guess I better.”
“That’s more like it. Now, tell me what happened today. I heard what Cain said, but how did you know that something was wrong?”
“Lillian came and woke me up last night. Said Cain was late and wanted me to help her go after him. I told her I would if he didn’t show up in an hour but she went ahead and left without me.”
“Hmm. Well, people do crazy things sometimes. I’m sure she thought she had a good reason.”
“Oh yeah? She was afraid I’d get hurt. That was her reason,” he said incredulously.
“Really?”
“Yeah, you girls and your need to protect everyone. That’s our job, you know, which some of you are working overtime to put us out of work. There are plenty of Keepers here to look after everyone. You don’t have to fret so much.”
It was kind of funny how worked up he was getting.
“Well, I’m just glad they’re back and nothing bad happened – well, nothing too bad. They must be more serious than I thought or she wouldn’t have freaked out like that. Right?”
“I guess. I found them – what do you call it – making out, in the second room, once. Lillian was incredibly embarrassed. It was pretty funny, actually.”
“Yeah, she told me. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me!”
“It wasn’t my news to tell.”
“Well, I know you’re an alien and all,” he smacked me on the thigh and I yelped but kept going, “so I’ll educate you a little about human girls. All girls like to hear about sweet romantic things, even if it’s none of our business. So, in the future, just so you know, I want to know things about other people kissing. It’s a girl thing.”
“I see. So you’re nosy, that’s what you’re telling me?”
“If that’s the way you want to see it, then yes. As long as I get the scoop, you can call me whatever you want. I need some entertainment around here.”
“I’m not entertainment enough for you?” he said huskily and kissed the side of my neck.
“You are pretty entertaining. Yes.”
“Hmm. I’m not sure if you’re complimenting me or not.”
“Well, I’ll leave that for your interpretation.” I rolled over to face him as he laughed. “So, nothing exciting happened? You didn’t have to fight any Lighters and you didn’t meet this Daniel character?”
“Nope. I passed Cain on the highway and we just followed them home. The fun stuff had already happened.”
“Fun stuff,” I repeated and shook my head. “You think fighting Lighters is fun?”
“Well, fun’s a strong word. Exciting?”
“Exciting,” I repeated flatly.
“Well, I am a guy. It’s get the blood pumping. Male Keepers and humans both love to beat on things. It’s ingrained apparently.”
I laughed and rolled my eyes. “Wow, you really are a guy,” I said and he grinned against my cheek.
“And I’m hungry.”
“One more reason. Hungry for food?”
He clucked his tongue at me. “Are you trying to seduce me?”
“Never! I am a lady,” I said sweetly and twirled a curl around my finger.”
“Oh, that I know for certain,” he murmured against my throat making me giggle.
I heard a pound on the door. “Oh, come on, you two. It’s the middle of the day for crying out loud!” Danny yelled and banged again. “Come on, Sherry. You said you would make spaghetti for lunch. Merrick can wait.”
“Is that so? Can you wait?” I asked Merrick, lifting my eyebrows.
“If I have to, but I am pretty hungry,” he said apologetically.
“Fine,” I muttered and then yelled louder to Danny. “Fine! I’m coming!”
“You better be. It’s not just me you’re starving, you know.”
“I said I’m coming, brat!”
I turned to Merrick before he could get up and kissed his neck, the scratchy shadowed part under his chin. He let out a strangled breath and bunched my curls easily in his fist as I went lower to the hollow of his neck and pulled his shirt collar down an inch. Then, I pulled back quickly.
“Well, I guess I better go get some lunch ready,” I said chipper.
He grunted, frustrated. “That’s not funny. You better be glad you’re cute and a good cook.”
“That’s all you keep me around for! Shock value to your human taste buds.”
“Mmhmm, among other things.”
“What things?”
“These,” he whispered and ran his thumb over my bottom lip. “These.” He picked up my hand and kissed my fingers. “These, your little elf ears.”
“Hey!” I protested.
“This,” he ran a finger down the length of my nose and then tapped the end. “And this, this is my favorite.” He made a little circle over my heart, on top of my t-shirt.
“Merrick,” I sighed and bit my lip. “I’m never gonna leave with you talking like that.”
“Well, now that I think about it, starving to death sounds easy in comparison. Starve with me, Sherry,” he whispered humorously in my ear and bit my earlobe gently.
“You are gonna be in so much trouble with your Special.”
“It’d be worth it.” He started to pull me on top of him, but I held my hands out against his chest, like that could stop him. Willpower on his part is what stopped him, not my brute strength. “I think you are seriously overestimating my self control,” he grunted.
“I better go make lunch, for real. Come on, Keeper.”
He growled and blurred to his feet, then helped me up by pulling my hands. “If you’re doing this to me to keep me interested, trust me, it’s working,” he said sullenly.
“Aww, I’m sorry, poor Merrick.” I rubbed his chin with my knuckles. “I’ll make it up to you later.”
“You better,” he commanded huskily and wrapped his arms around my waist, pressing his forehead to mine. He took a deep breath and let it out slow. “Do you know how happy I am?”
“Do you know how happy I am?” I countered.
“Oh, come on, already!” Danny said from the other side of the door and banged his fist again. “Yes, yes, we’re all happy. Now let’s get cracking with some lunch. Pleeeease.”
“I’m gonna kill your Special,” I told Merrick.
“Not before I do,” he said and bent his head to kiss me.
Then he opened the door behind him and blurred to grab Danny in a head lock. Noogie involved. “Is that any way to talk to your sister?” Merrick said as he rubbed his knuckles over Danny’s head.
“Dude! I’m starving. You can violate my sister another time when it doesn’t mean that my stomach has to growl because of it.”
“You have two hands,” I chimed coolly as I walked passed them in the hall, both of them still wrestling.
I looked back and watched them for a second as they laughed and grunted, twisting each other’s arms and trying to knock their feet out from under the other. Calvin and Frank caught wind of the excitement and made a break for the fray.
“Pile up!” Calvin yelled and jumped on top of Merrick’s back, who was over Danny and they all fell in a heap. Then Franklin came running up behind Calvin.
“Oh, yeah! I’m the cherry on this loser sundae!” he screamed and then belly flopped on top of the pile.
Poor Danny on the bottom was groaning and wiggling, but it was no use. Eventually Merrick pried the two boys off and they were whole heartedly attacked by Merrick and Danny. Pay back.
I smiled and giggled at them. I saw Ryan about to fall off his chair laughing and Jeff and Marissa were clapping and egging the boys on to keep on retaliating. Then I turned to fix the all important lunch. Spaghetti and . . .Piper? Yikes.
“Hey, Sherry. What are you up to?” she asked me with a big fake smile.
“What do you want, Piper?”
I was in no mood to play nice with her. I hadn’t spoken a word to her since the incident. When I took her and Cain drinks at the garden, I always talked to Cain and she didn’t speak to me either, so I wondered what she was up to.
“A truce. I’m stuck down here with you it seems and as much as I hate you,” she practically spat out the words, “and I do, we might as well try to have some semblance of peace. For Merrick’s sake if nothing else,” she crooned sweetly.
I rubbed my necklace charm, now even better with Merrick’s gift lovingly attached, in between my fingers to steel myself.
“That was in no way an apology.”
“Nope. It wasn’t and you’re not gonna get one from me, because I’m not sorry. It’s wrong for you two to play house. I know it, you know it and Merrick knows it. He just can’t let his pride go and say I was right.”
“You are ridiculous. You know absolutely nothing about humans because you don’t want to. That’s fine. I’m all about a truce, ok. Great. The terms of the truce are this; you stay away from me and stay the farthest you can from Merrick. Other than that, I have no interest in talking to, seeing or even being in the same room as you,” I spouted as I felt that old fire rise up just thinking about what she did to us.
I started chopping the onions, taking it out on them instead.
“Harsh, Sherry. You haven’t got me fooled, you know. You are not sweet and innocent.”
“I never said I was.” I stopped chopping and looked up at her. “I’m willing to coexist with you, like you said, we’re stuck together but I’m not going to do this with you every day. Get over it, stay away from us. I mean it.”
“Oooh, she’s got a knife,” she said feigning fright and putting her hand on her heart, then straightened up and took a step forward. “You don’t scare me, Sherry.”
“Good, I don’t want to. I don’t need to. I got the guy, remember?”
“Whatever. We’ll see how long it lasts. I live forever, how about you?”
“Not in that body you don’t,” I said it, kinda wanting to take it back – just a smidge – but figured she deserved it.
She fumed, her eyes bugging, fist clenching and shaking and then she stomped out in her ridiculous half-calf leather boots that she insisted on wearing around the bunker like she was going somewhere. Even Celeste wasn’t that bad. Well, not anymore.
I finished the lunch, with the help of Kay and Katie, and rang the dinner bell. i.e., the oven dinged, and everyone started piling in to fill their plates with pasta and sauce, no meat, but the homemade garlic bread was tasty.
Merrick came to sit with me after he made a huge plate on the back wall.
“I was going to come rescue you, but I figured you two needed to just get it all out.”
“You heard?” I said turning sharply to him.
“Yeah,” he said and smiled guiltily.
I felt a flush coming. I disliked having to be anything but nice to people. It just wasn’t natural to me and I hated that Merrick had witnessed me taking her bait and giving it back to her.
“Well, I’m sorry. I know I was harsh to her, but I just-”
“Hey. No, she needs to know she can’t push you around. I’m proud of you.”
“Really?” I said stunned, thinking surely he was trying to softly reprimand me for bickering with her.
“Really.”
“Ok. But I still kind of feel bad. I hate confrontation.”
“I know you do, honey,” he said sweetly and pulled me to him to kiss my temple. “Just one more thing I love about you. You did good. You were truthful, not hateful. That’s the difference between you two.”
“If you say so.”
“I do.”
I smiled. “I saw you get your butt kicked.”
“You did? And you didn’t come save me? Those boys are vicious. All elbows and knees.”
I laughed and took a bite of my noodles, muffling my next words. “I remember Danny that way. He always fought dirty.”
“I remember.” He smiled and took his thumb, wiped at the corner of my mouth, then stuck it in his mouth and sucked the red off. “You and your extra sauce.”
He leaned down to kiss me and he tasted like sweet tea and basil. And Merrick.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE – THE TAKER
Do You Speak English?
“I KNOW WHAT I told you, but you have to understand, I’ve not been in this world for many years. Ok? I don’t understand all these gadgets. The last Taker had no interest in television.”
“Yes, sir. I understand and apologize, but they are ready and waiting. And I know you are wary of the makeup but they assure me it’s necessary,” one of the minions said.
I didn’t bother to learn their names. No attachments, no endearments, no niceties. That was the only way to rule.
“Makeup is for sissies. This isn’t my first broadcast you know. Now leave me.”
“Yes sir,” he said and walked out leaving me to my thoughts, which at the moment were irritated.
I never knew being the leader was so tedious. I didn’t remember it being this not-fun before. Of course, we didn’t have all this technology then. A nuisance, really. What was it good for but to zone yourself out from your life? If your life was so dull you must escape it and pretend to be someone else vicariously through a group of characters in a box on a table, you should do something about that.
I mean theater, which we always had, was entertaining somewhat, but I would never had traded my life for someone else’s in it.
Ah, this is the second television appearance and I was already so done with it. But I agreed, for my plan to work I needed the humans to understand the ramifications of siding with them. Not with me was against me. There was no neutral anymore. No standbys, no sit-this-one-outs. It was all or nothing. Live or die.
Everything was moving along rather nicely. The enforcement brigade was shaping up in numbers. Laughable effort, but numbers nonetheless. Humans were pitiful as they let their eyes judge and rule their bodies and actions.
Who cared if there were a hundred humans to one Lighter? It was all about presentation, skill, usefulness and craftiness. All of those things humans seem to lack. Except gullibility. They had that in droves.
But the human girls . . .were everything I remembered and more. The girls of this century were incredibly easy and willing. I rarely even had to use my compulsion on any of them. It was entertaining how easy it was this time around. How utterly, devastatingly quick this all would be.
The current girl was slipping her fingers in my collar as I sat and thought. She had no idea what I was and didn’t care, only that I was in a position of power and girls wanted to be in her place. That was all it took.
I heard them knocking once more and I swatted her hand away. She sulked off to sit on the settee by the mirror. She knew the drill.
“Come in,” I barked.
Waiting was never my strong suit but I must play my part for the humans.
“Everything is squared away. The newscasters have been given a list of the questions to ask you. This taping will be forwarded to all broadcast networks all over the United States within the week.”
“Excellent. Water?”
“Certainly, sir.” He picked up a bottle from the little refrigerator box under the counter and handed it to me. “Anything else, sir, before you go on?”
“Just get me in front of the camera. I’ll do the rest.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY SIX – LILLIAN
Something’s Just Not Right
I WOKE. I felt a bit weird. Something . . .there was a button in my mouth. I pulled back and realized…oh. Cain’s button. His shirt button, because my face was pressed to his shirt front. I pulled back further to look at him. I could barely see him with the sliver of light from the crack in the door. But it was enough.
He murmured my name in his sleep and my breath caught. I panicked, just a little bit. He was dreaming about me? Already? Was that bad? Good? Weird? I didn’t know.
He felt me pulling away from his arms a bit and tightened them around me, murmuring my name again. He kissed my forehead, still asleep. I delighted at the novelty of it.
I had always loved that. The forehead kiss was a telltale kiss, I’d always thought. I mean, there was no tongue involved. It didn’t get you hot and bothered. It was just sweet. When a guy started to give you forehead kisses, that was when you knew things had gone past his initial physical attraction to you. There was more there to ponder. Chaste kisses were the foundation for sweet and lovely things to come and he just did it. Granted, he was asleep, but on some subconscious level . . . right?
I maneuvered out of his arms finally and left him to finish his nap. He was up longer than me last night. Plus he was a guy and the unspoken rule; guys sleep anywhere, anytime, under any circumstances and would gladly do so. So, being sleep deprived must be doubly bad for them.
I inched out into the hall and straightened my clothes from being sleep bunched to find Miguel in the hall, sitting on the floor with his legs crossed, whittling of all things.
“Hello, there,” he said easily.
“Hey, Miguel.”
“Better?”
“Hmm?”
“Nap. Do you feel better now? You kind of passed out earlier.”
“Yeah . . .I do, thank you. Long night.”
“I heard.”
I looked at him curiously.
“You whittle?”
“Is that what this is called? Then, no. Absolutely not. But I pretend.”
I laughed and he got up, folding his knife in his pocket and holding the somewhat carved wooden piece in his hand.
“So, you and Cain?” He nodded to my door, knowing he was still in there, in my room.
“Um.” I thought about what Cain would say. Would he want everyone to know we were official? Were we official? I was so bad at judging these things. So I just answered what I hoped was the truth. “Yeah.”
He nodded like he once again already knew the answer. He looked a little disappointed.
“He’s a good guy.”
“Yeah, he is.”
Awkward silence followed. “You don’t happen to have a hot sister stashed in there somewhere, do you?”
I laughed at him, thankful for his break in the silence and his humor. “I’m afraid not.”
“You’ve been through hell. You deserve a break from all this. And I don’t just mean just today.” He looked at me poignantly. “You’ve had it rough for while. I hope you’re happy with him. Cain deserves a little bit of happy, too. We all do.”
“Yeah.”
I knew Miguel had had a little crush, or something, on me. I felt bad now.
“Well, I’m going to grab a cup of coffee. Want to come with?”
“Sure, I could use it, in an I.V. preferably.”
He chuckled as he swung his arm for me to lead the way. “I’ll see if I can rig that up.”
We walked down the hall and I saw some people eating and some sitting. There were hardly any people in the commons room and things were relatively quiet. It smelled like pasta and my stomach growled, loudly.
“Let’s get you some spaghetti to go with that coffee,” Miguel said laughing.
“Thanks,” I said and ducked my head, embarrassed by my body’s inability to control its functions. “I only ate a couple hours ago, but I’m starving.”
“Sherry’s cooking will do that. That girl can sure whip it up for someone so young. But she learned from the best, I guess,” he said sadly and smiled like he was remembering something.
“Trudy? I’ve heard Sherry talk about her.”
“Yep. Mrs. Trudy was fierce.”
“Hey!” Sherry yelled over the table in the kitchen and came to hug me. “Are you doing ok? Hungry?”
“Starved.” I looked knowingly at Miguel and he winked at me. “Don’t, Sherry, I’ll get it.” I grabbed her arm to keep her from heading toward the stove. “Everybody worries just a little bit too much about me around here. Why is that?”
“We love you,” Sherry said sweetly.
She meant it and I felt a pang in my ribs. My heart clenched. “Thanks, Sherry. I love you, too.”
“And I’m outta here,” Miguel said raising his arms, backing away like we were dangerous.
“Miguel?” Sherry asked playfully.
“Girl talk comes out, I hit the road. I can’t deal with tears. Literally. I’m allergic.”
“Well then you’d better run-”
He took off running and then turned at the door to wink at us before walking out.
“He’s crazy.”
“He’s sweet.”
“That, too,” Sherry said laughing then sobered. “So, how’s Cain?”
I stiffened and immediately felt guilty. He’d assured me he was over her. I shouldn’t react this way. They were friends long before I came along and we all lived together. I had to get over this.
“He’s ok, I’m letting him sleep. He’s just tired.”
“Speak for yourself, cutie.” Cain walked in behind us and didn’t stop until he was flush in front of me, our toes touching. “I don’t know about you, but I feel great.”
He reached for me, his arm going around my waist, his hand to the back of my neck. He smiled and bent his head down to mine. His lips pressed gently. It was an easy kiss, I think that’s what he meant for it to be, but I felt him hesitate. Then he pressed harder and his lips parted.
I felt all restraint drain from me like water through my fingers. My hands squeezed his shirt hem in my hands and he kept kissing me. Sherry and I had been in the kitchen alone and I distantly heard a little giggle and a girly cleared throat before footsteps retreating.
Cain had somehow walked us back to the wall. I hadn’t felt myself move, but I felt the wall stop my back. Once again, I could tell he was being tentative with me. Gentle. I could also tell this wasn’t the end of his list of wants, but he was attempting to rein it in. I remembered we hadn’t had any kisses since we’d been home. Not any ‘we’re safe, we made it home, I’m so glad’ kisses. That must be what this was.
I moved my hand to his chin, his cheek, then around to the back of his head to rub and scratch his barely-there hair and he groaned and pressed me further into the wall.
Hmm. I think he liked it.
I did it again and he groaned—half growled—again then broke off and looked at me, touching his tongue ring to his lip like he needed to figure something out.
“What?” I ask breathlessly and thoroughly amused.
“You’re not gonna make this whole ‘being a gentleman thing’ easy on me, are you?”
“I thought you didn’t want to pollute my ears with filth talk? That’s practically an innuendo, mister.”
He laughed and nuzzled my nose with his. “You are just so amazing. I hope you know that,” he said softly, his blue green gaze on my blues.
I just smiled.
Then Danny walked in.
“Oh, for Pete’s sake! Can I go in any room in the place and not see the Nature Channel?” Danny said with his hands on his head like he was in pain.
“Please! You and Celeste are twice as bad as anybody in here,” Cain said through a laugh.
“Not the point. It’s like the Love Boat up in-” Danny was cut off as he turned back around to go in to the commons room.
We burst out laughing. Once we settled, Cain smoothed my hair back, tucking it behind my ear. “If Danny is complaining, it must be bad.”
“Terribly bad. Aren’t you concerned?” I said mockingly.
“Not a bit.” He kissed me once more before licking his lips and grinning then he sniffed. “Is that spaghetti I smell?”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN – SHERRY
Sherry, Baby.
“OK. UM, THAT’S fine, I guess. I’ve just never worked the store before,” I answered Margo not really understanding why she was insisting I learn to operate the store.
“I know. That’s why I think it’s important for you to learn.” Something was definitely going on. She hadn’t looked me in the eye since we’d been talking. “I know there’s a lot of people here, but what if something happened to all of us who do know how to work it? I think everyone should take a crash course, at least one night, just in case.”
Her words were on the verge of a lie. It was the truth but not all of it. I couldn’t really figure it out, but . . .
“Well, you have a point. But the need warehouses are coming soon so we won’t need it anymore,” I argued.
“But maybe we can sell something else other than food. We are the only place for miles around. What about emergency stops and things like that?”
“But you know Merrick, he’s not going to like this and he’ll probably insist on helping me.”
“Uh . . .” She looked unsure. What was with her? “That’s ok. He can stay with you if he wants.”
She seemed to be wording things carefully.
“Ok. Well, Lillian, Danny and Celeste have kitchen duty tonight so I’m free. This afternoon then?”
“Yes. Great, meet me up there in an hour and we’ll get started.”
“Ok.”
She walked away stiffly. Margo hadn’t been the same since that day she was tricked by the Lighters to ring the bell, causing us to investigate outside and some of us died. I understood her guilt but I wished she would ease up a little. It was depressing to watch her be so depressed.
I marched out of the kitchen to the commons room to find Merrick sitting with Lily on his lap in the corner. They looked to be conspiring. I quirked my brow and watched them with intense fascination. I heard Merrick humming and saw him swaying.
Merrick? Humming?
Then I heard his voice stretch together in long baritone notes that sounded strangely like singing.
Merrick? Singing?
I inched closer, trying to look inconspicuous but failing miserably as I stubbed my toe on the record player console.
“Hi!” Lily said cheerily.
“Hi,” I answered and took a seat beside them on the floor. “You two look busy.”
“We are. Daddy’s teaching me a song.”
Daddy . . .Ahh.
“Really? What song?” I asked then looked at Merrick. “I wasn’t aware you knew any songs.”
“Well, Cain kind of taught me one, on one of our trips to town.”
He cleared his throat, like he was uncomfortable.
“Uhuh. And what song is that?”
Lily took over and belted out the lyrics sweetly and I was pleasantly surprised. The kid could actually stay on key.
“Aww, Lily, thank you. That was so great.”
“I wuv that song! I can’t believe you have a song with youw name in it!” she said amazed.
“I know,” I said, tweaking her nose. “Pretty neat, huh?”
“Do I have a song with my name in it?”
“Well,” I thought racking my brain, “there is a song by the Pink Martinis called Lily, but I’m not sure it’s age appropriate.”
“What’s age appwopwiate?”
Merrick and I laughed.
“It means not for you. You want a snack?”
“Yes, pwease.”
“I see Marissa in the kitchen. Why don’t you run and ask her for some crackers.”
“Ok.”
She skipped away. We needed to change her nickname from Bug to Skippy.
I turned to Merrick. “Margo wants me to work the store tonight. She thinks we should all learn to run it, just in case. Something about opening the store for a new venue other than food since the need warehouses are coming soon. I don’t know what else we’d sell. Tires?” I asked sarcastically.
“Hmm. Well . . .I see her point. I’ll come with you.”
I laughed, knowing he would.
“I figured. We’ve got about forty five minutes until we need to head up. Got any ideas of what we could do?” I bit my lip and he smiled.
“Oh, I have some ideas, but they aren’t what you’re thinking.”
“Are you sure? I’m pretty sure it’s the same.” I climbed onto his lap.
“Mine involves you lying on your back.”
I felt my eyes bulge. “Merrick!” I chided.
“In the practice room.”
“What? I don’t think we should-”
“You’d be on your back because that’s where I’d put you. After I kicked your cute butt.”
“What-” It dawned on me and I looked up to see his teasing smile. “You want to practice. Like, for real practice? My idea was way better,” I grumbled.
“Well, we’ve got to get some training in some time and with us in the store tonight, we may as well use this time for it.”
“Ok,” I conceded grudgingly, “fine, but if anybody is lying on their back, it’s gonna be you, pal.” I poked his chest as we stood up together.
“Says the girl who won’t even take a swing.”
“Ah! Well, I may have to change that rule. Like, right now.”
“Bring it, gorgeous. I’m ready.”
“Ok. Just don’t use your alien mojo on me,” I said backing up like I was scared.
He grinned widely. “Oooh, you are in so much trouble now,” he rumbled and made an advance towards me.
I took off running. He could have beaten me and overtook me in a second, but he didn’t. We ran all the way, him on my heels to the practice room in the back and then he grabbed me, turning me towards him. He knocked my feet out from under me, catching me under my back and legs before I hit the ground. Then he laid me gently to the floor.
“You were saying,” he taunted before pulling me up to my feet.
We practiced the holds and the breaking maneuvers. I still refused to punch him until we were using the practice pillows. I kicked and punched and blocked and felt pretty good when we were done. But sweaty, as predicted.
We took a quick shower and I pulled my wet hair up into a loose bun to keep from having to fix it. I followed Merrick upstairs. I hardly recognized the place.
For one, most of the shelves were empty. We hadn’t been able to get deliveries for a long time. The Taker knew people would avoid going to the big stores and just do that so he kyboshed the whole thing. So we had been adding items for the store to our normal shopping trips but it was hard to stock a store that way.
Besides, the need warehouses were about to end all that.
We found Margo behind the counter, wiping. I envisioned her up here, hour after hour, wiping. She didn’t seem like the type to just sit and relax.
She looked up and saw us, he gaze focused on Merrick and not me. Again, she looked uneasy. She swallowed and put on a fake smile.
“Great, you’re both here. Let’s get started.”
She showed us how to work the cash register, an older one. I got it in no time, but Merrick was another story. She walked us through and told us what all the switches and buttons were for. How to lock and unlock the doors. Emergency procedures for gas pump issues. Gas being the only thing that could still be delivered, she also showed us the paper and procedure for that.
After an hour, my brain was exhausted and I felt like a gooey overfull sponge.
“Ok, Margo. I’m not sure I can remember much more, tonight. We’re here. Let us run things while you go take it easy.”
She still refused to look at me so I thought maybe she just needed a break.
“Uh, well, if you’re sure.”
I looked around at the store. Dead and not a single customer had come in the whole time I’d been up here.
“I’m sure.”
“Well, be careful.” She hugged me. It felt awkward and desperate. I was starting to think something was wrong that she wasn’t telling us about. “I’ll leave you to it then.”
She left and Merrick looked at me questioningly. “You noticed that, too?” I asked.
“Yeah,” he answered.
“She’s still freaked. I’m sure it’s fine. Ok, what to do now?”
“Shelve chips?”
“Sure. Sounds exciting,” I said with mock enthusiasm.
We shelved chip bags for a few minutes, then Margo stuck her head around the corner.
“Merrick? Can you come downstairs for a minute?”
“Sure. What do you need?”
“I – Can you just come down. Hurry.”
She took off the other way. Merrick followed her quickly, thinking the worst I’m sure. He turned to me before reaching the corner.
“Stay inside, ok? I’ll be right back.”
I nodded.
Not a minute later I heard the door ding to alert me that a customer had entered the store. I shot up from where I was and smoothed the dirt from my pant legs for the floor, making my way to the counter.
“Can I help you?” I asked.
I looked up half way to the counter to see three Lighters standing there watching me. They didn’t look like they were there to buy anything. The last traces of the sun were disappearing behind the afternoon horizon and it cast an eerie glow over the three like angels. They were anything but angels.
I tried to slow my pulse that had shot up to loud levels in my ears. I smiled and cocked my head slightly when they didn’t answer me. I tried to be flirty or ditsy or something, anything but myself so they wouldn’t suspect anything.
“Looking for anything specific?”
“Yes. And we’ve found it.” The middle one blurred to me and grabbed me my upper arm. “You. Let’s go.”
He started to tug me away. I wondered if they still had memories of me from the previous Taker. They didn’t say my name. Was the new Taker after me? Was that what they were doing?
“I can’t just leave. I’m working,” I tried to reason.
“Not anymore you’re not.”
He stopped me and looked me dead in the eye. His black eyes widened, focused and darkened even more, if possible.
“You will come with us and there will be no fussing. Understand me?”
I realized he was trying to compel me. Well, Lighters didn’t really compel but persuaded with their Lighter speak. Merrick had explained it all. Takers compel but it was apparent I was still supposed to feel some kind of pull and do what he said. He sat there looking at me close and expectantly. It was then I got it. They had no idea who I was or they’d know I was a rebel and immune to the Lighter speak. They didn’t remember me.
So what were they doing with me?
I did the only thing I could think of, pretend. If I didn’t go along with them or if I tried to run, they would catch me and they’d find the others. It’d be an ambush, a surprise attack. And they’d know we were here if they got away and could come back to finish the job.
I begged silently for Merrick to come back but I could stall no longer. There was no way to alert Merrick without letting the Lighters know others were here.
“Ok. Yes, I understand. I’ll come with you. Can I leave my boss a note?”
“No. Move.”
I moved, his freezing hand was still on my arm as he led me out of the store front. I tried to keep my face impassive and blank. I wanted to scream. Every vein and muscle in my body rebelled, making me shake but the Lighter didn’t seem to notice. The other two Lighters flanked us as we headed to a small black BMW. It was ironic, my only chance to ever ride in a BMW was with Lighters and I couldn’t even enjoy it.
“In,” the Lighter commanded tersely and pushed my head to get me inside quickly and not gently. “Seat belt. Wouldn’t want anything to happen to you. Yet.”
I put it on as the other two Lighters sat with me in the back and the other one started the car. I looked back at the store once, searching for Merrick’s face in the window, looking for me. Nothing. We drove away and I could hear the gravel crunching under the tires. It was the saddest sound I’d ever heard.
I knew they’d have no way to find me, no way of knowing where I was. I also knew, they’d never stop looking. Merrick would never stop, even if it killed him.
 
We drove for a while, the only light around us were the cars headlights on the road in front of us. No one said a word and the radio wasn’t on. Silence. I was getting antsy, I could see we were heading to town, but other than that, I hadn’t been here enough to remember anything significant about the place. Once I saw lights up ahead, street lights, I leaned forward to see better. The Lighter beside me pushed me back into my seat and then spoke.
“Now?” he asked.
The one driving met my eyes in the mirror.
“Now.”
I saw the elbow coming from my right before I felt it, but it was too late to do anything about it. My head and face smashed into the window on my left.
And then nothing.
~ ~ ~
I woke with a gasp and felt a burning sensation on my face. That’s wasn’t all I felt. My eye was swollen and my ear and temple hurt. I blinked hard in the too bright harsh light. I finally focused and saw I was lying on a rough concrete floor. White floor, white walls, white ceiling and nothing else.
I was alone as I looked around. I tried to sit up, but immediately regretted that. My stomach heaved and wretched but nothing came up. I wondered how many times I’d thrown up already to have an empty stomach. I could see stars dancing in front of my eyes and my head pounded like someone was squeezing it between their hands to the tune of my heartbeat.
It was so hot, I was sweating and my shirt was stuck to my body. I pushed back against the wall, as far from the door as I could get. It took me a minute to understand the gravity of the situation. My vision blurred and my stomach still felt queasy. I had a concussion, I knew that much. I remembered the Lighter hitting me, I remembered leaving the store. I remembered everything.
Well, I thought I remembered everything up until he hit me. Who knew what had happened since then. How long had I been there?
I wrapped my arms around my knees to press on my stomach. Anything to make the nausea go away. I leaned my head back against the wall, taking deep breaths and tried desperately not to think about Merrick. Danny. Lily.
I felt tears come just thinking their names and the very idea of never seeing them again.
Oh, God. Merrick had to know I was gone by now. Had to. He would be frantic, setting up a search party. I hoped not. Maybe Jeff could talk him down, talk him into sense. They didn’t have a chance in finding me. They’d just risk everyone else. I hoped Merrick realized that.
What was I doing here? Why hadn’t someone come in yet?
I suddenly realized something and pushed all thoughts away. Could they read my thoughts through the door? If so, I wasn’t going to just keep feeding them information. Instead, I ran through all the words to every Beatles song I knew.
Hours passed. Silent, except for my whispering words, hours. Long, painful, hungry, thirsty, hot, gut wrenching hours. I had no idea what time it was or how long I’d been barely humming when I ran out of the Beatles songs I knew. There had to be a reason for this. They wanted something from me or they wouldn’t have brought me here.
Some of my hair had escaped the bun and was matted to my forehead and neck. My clothes were dirty and sweaty, it looked like they had dragged me through the dirt and I was missing a shoe. It was so hot. It wasn’t just hot, like naturally, it was blazing warm air as if they were pumping heat in the small room . . .on purpose. I’d thrown up but didn’t know where, I didn’t smell great and my breath was rancid. I could’ve drank five gallons of water and eaten who knows how many plates of lasagna.
I decided to see if my theory was correct, if they were listening. I cleared my mind of everything but one thought.
‘What do you want with me?’
I waited and repeated in my mind and waited and repeated. I stared an angry hole in the door just willing someone to come through it. Nothing.
I slipped into a pre-sleep state. I didn’t close my eyes, but just zoned out. I was a little worried. You weren’t supposed to go to sleep after a concussion were you but I had been asleep already. I kept my eyes open and focused on the lines between the white bricks of the walls.
I moved on to 80’s rock ballads to hum mindlessly, then random annoying pop songs, then commercial jingles. I sang the Toys-R-Us jingle more the twenty times, thinking that would drive anyone insane and they would surely come stop me. But, no. I had to think of something else, something productive, but couldn’t risk them seeing it.
The hours stretched even longer, and soon, I became so exhausted than I couldn’t not fall asleep. It had to have been more than a day. Had to be. The last thing I remembered was sliding down the wall to the hard floor. My rear and back numb, pulsing and aching from sitting so long. My head hurt so bad that I didn’t think I could take it another second without screaming, then . . .sleep found me, unwanted as it was.
~ ~ ~
I woke with another gasp, having no idea if it had been seconds or hours since I’d fallen asleep. It felt like déjà vu. I blinked at the lights still on and bright. I laid back and pushed down the heaving of my stomach, tried to balance out the stars and blurs in my vision with actual sight.
Then I realized someone was in the room with me. I could hear his breathing. I rolled slowly over, trying desperately not to let the screams of agony from my head hurting and body cramping vocalize. I sat up to face the door to see a Lighter leaning his back on it. It was shut but he was just standing there, arms crossed, looking menacing and pensive.
He pushed off the door and came to squat in front of me. He had on a big long black jacket and black pants. His boots were almost touching my feet he was so close. He watched me carefully with his black eyes and I couldn’t do much but stare back and wait.
He reached inside his jacket pocket and pulled out a bottle of water. He didn’t wait for me to take it or taunt me with it. He twisted off the cap and reached out, took my shaky hand in his ice cold one and put the water bottle in it. I put it to my lips, trying to savor it, save it, but no good. I was thirsting to death, literally, and without even meaning to I guzzled the whole bottle in seconds.
He almost smiled – smiled? – and pulled out another one. Setting it off to the side near me. Then he pulled a granola bar out and unwrapped it for me. He pushed it towards me and I took it. I bit into it and closed my eyes at the pain of my stomach growling. I swallowed with barely chewing and bit again.
He sat the whole time right in front of me with fascination all over his face. Then he spoke as I took the last bite.
“Better?” he asked, his voice soft.
I swallowed hard and cleared my throat.
“Yes.”
He nodded and pulled another bar out for me, setting it beside the water bottle. I was tempted to grab that one, too, as I was still hungry, but something told me that might be my only meal for later. Then he held his hand out for me. I tentatively put my hand under his and he dropped two white, oblong pills into my palm.
I should have been wary about the pills I guess, but if they wanted to hurt me, and they already had, I knew they could. They wouldn’t drug me, wouldn’t do it the easy way. I grabbed the water bottle and took one sip to swallow the pills, then saved the rest.
My stomach was not happy with the sudden intake of food after being so empty and I felt like I wanted to be sick again, but I took deep breaths to stave it off.
“How’s your head?” he asked quietly.
“Hurts,” I answered just as softly.
“I’m sorry about that.”
“You didn’t do it,” I said, clearly remembering the Lighter who had sucker punched me.
He smiled and looked like he wanted to laugh at my joke.
“The medicine should help.”
“Thank you,” I said quietly and he nodded once.
“Do you know why you’re here?” I shook my head. “You know what I am.” It was not a question but I nodded anyway. “How?”
I silently rehearsed the Pledge of Allegiance in my mind instead of answering.
He chuckled softly. “You know, because of you, I’ve gained an extensive knowledge of earthly American musical history.” Aha! So they were listening. Thank God I thought to sing instead of pining for a rescue from certain individuals. “You’re smart, that’s good. You are going to need to be.” He shifted and got closer to me, completely blocking the door’s view from me. “You are going to need to be strong and disciplined and patient if you want to make it out of this.”
I looked at him blankly. I was very confused. He was strange and unlike any Lighter I’d met before, which unfortunately had been a few.
He whispered his words to me, like it was a secret. “I’ve been assigned to your door for now. I know you won’t believe me, but I’m blocking you, meaning – no one can read your thoughts but me. When I’m in this room with you, I’ll do that, but when I’m not don’t trust anyone or anything. Keep your mind blank. Use your songs, whatever it takes.”
I felt my brow furrow and he sighed softly.
“You’ll have to stay here. I can’t just walk out with you, not right now. We’ll have to wait for the right time. You’ll have to tough it out for a while. I know it’s not fun and they will be in later to interrogate you. And that . . .definitely won’t be fun but I’ll help any way I can. Be strong.”
He got up to leave, my mouth wide open in confusion and wondering. He was tricking me, trying to get me to let my guard down around him.
He turned back around to look at me.
“I’m not, like I said, I knew you wouldn’t believe me, but at this point, it doesn’t matter. I can’t change anything. You’re here and most humans don’t leave this place.”
“Where am I?” I croaked out.
“You’re at an enforcement containment facility for rebels. This cell is an interrogation room. The last room most humans see before . . .”
He didn’t need to finish. I knew exactly what he was going to say. Before they die.
“Why are you telling me this? Trying to scare me into confessing something?”
“I won’t have to scare you,” he said sadly. “You’ll be scared plenty enough without my help, but . . .I’m working on something, just tough it out until then.” He turned to go, but stopped at the door, turned one last time and gave me a sad smile. “By the way, my name is Daniel.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT – MERRICK
Useless Measures
I PRACTICALLY BLURRED to keep up with Margo as she ran down the hall. All the way down, passed all the new rooms, passed the new bathroom. All the way down to where the rooms ended and the new construction began.
I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of problem there could be way down there. Then she stopped and turned around. She just stood there, looking at me. I stared at her expectantly.
“Margo, you said there was a problem, didn’t you?”
“No, Merrick. I didn’t.”
“No you-” She was right. I assumed. “You told me to come, to hurry. What is it?”
“Just wait.”
“For what?”
“Just wait!”
I sighed and looked around. I watched her for any sign of something. She just continued to stand there. “Ok, Margo, I’m sorry, but I don’t like Sherry being up there alone. I’m going to go back up if there isn’t anything you need.”
“Just wait!” she yelled and grabbed my arm to stop me.
“For what?”
“Something’s going to happen.”
“What do you mean?” I said as chills ran up my arms.
“Just wait for it. We must wait.”
I tried to pull my arm, but she tightened her grip and I didn’t want to hurt her. “Let go, Margo.”
“Almost time.” She looked all around at the walls and ceiling. Her eyes were glazed over. “Just wait. Almost. See, I had to be careful. Sherry can tell if I lie. She can tell, so I had to watch my words. Be careful, they told me. Don’t look at the ones eyes who had been marked by the Markers before, they’ll know, they said. Make sure you do this, they said. Don’t mess up.”
I jolted and felt my heart skip. I grabbed her shoulders and made her look at me. I knew that look. I pulled her shirt up and there it was. She didn’t even try to stop me.
NO! No, not Margo.
The shiny red circular patch was right over her ribs on the right side and she was under the compulsion. Oh no. With the patch, they could see through the person’s eyes, anytime they wanted. They had seen everything. The bunker, us, the store. Who knew how long she had it on. It must not have been too long or they would have been here already to storm us, right?
“Margo, what did they tell you to do?”
“They said to get one that was important and small, fragile and easy. One that the rest of us would come after if she was taken. One that would draw us out of hiding. One that we would try to rescue.”
Sherry. No!
I took off running. I blurred all the way up to the commons room, up the stairs to the store and saw it was empty.
 
Sherry! Answer me!
 
I ran outside. It was dark and I didn’t see any lights anywhere. I ran into the street and looked both ways. Nothing. I blurred back into the store and searched every closet, every room, and every cabinet.
 
Sherry!
 
It was useless. They used Margo to lure Sherry there and she lured me away so they could take her. Oh, God, no. They took her. It was hard to breathe. No! No stopping. We had to go, move quickly if we were going to get her back.
I blurred back downstairs, straight to Margo. She was still leaning on the wall down the hall where I left her.
“When did they put this on you?”
I pulled up her shirt again and pointed to the patch but didn’t touch it.
“This morning. They wouldn’t take me. I’m not important they said. I’m old they said. They didn’t want me.”
“Margo,” I chose my words carefully, “they can’t make you take the patch.”
“No. No, they said they’d make me a Lighter if I didn’t put it on. They said I’d be one of them and turn against you. They said she’d be safe it I took it.”
“Who’d be safe? Sherry?”
“Celeste.”
Of course. They saw Celeste in her mind and used it against her. I didn’t bother to contradict her that females couldn’t be Lighters and they were lying to her. It didn’t matter anymore. This was all about to get very ugly.
“Do they know about us? Why didn’t they attack us?”
“They don’t know. I only thought of Celeste. I couldn’t help it. I didn’t think of any of you down here. I was smart, was good. Only Celeste. They put patches on everyone along this highway. They are looking for us. They want us all to look for them, be their eyes. They are looking for us.”
So they were just spreading out. The store wasn’t pinpointed.
“What else did they say? Why take Sherry, then?”
“They are taking people to torture them for information and then put them out as bait for a rescue. That’s how they think they’ll find us. You’ll rescue her and they’ll find you. Poor Sherry. Tortured.”
“Enough, Margo! Enough!” I barked.
I couldn’t listen to her say another word about Sherry and the things I had no doubt they’d do to her. Were we not prepared to do just that and more to the Lighter we captured when they took the kids?
I took off my button up shirt and tied it around her eyes, leaving me with a white undershirt.
 
Jeff! Max! Ryan! Kay!
 
I called them all in my mind, pulling Margo behind me we swiftly made our way down the hall. I banged on doors the whole way. I heard people come out of their rooms behind me.
“Commons room. Now!”
 
Get everyone in the commons room. Now!
 
We got there. I was so mad I was shaking furiously. I felt like I could literally kill someone. This was worse than the caves. There’d be no hideout for Sherry this time.
It wasn’t Margo’s fault, I knew that, and now, she was going to die for being naive. Once the patch was removed, she’d die and there wasn’t anything we could do to stop that.
We assembled. It looked like a lot of people, but no way to remember everyone to tell if we were all there or not. I was going to start without waiting any longer but Jeff interrupted.
“What’s up, Merrick?”
 
What did Margo do?
 
“Mom? What’s the matter?” Celeste asked.
I ignored her, for now.
“Everyone, lift your shirts.” They all just looked at me like I was insane. I was too mad to hold my anger in. “Now!” I bellowed.
They did, reluctantly, and I searched. I saw Jeff searching, too, knowing what I was looking for.
“We’ll need to search everyone further, just to make sure.”
“Why are you looking for patches on us? Why would one of us have one?” Cain asked.
I lifted Margo’s shirt in answer and heard the gasps, a scream I knew was attached to Celeste, the cries of outrage. Most everyone knew you had to accept it, it couldn’t be forced on you. Celeste ran forward and started to remove the shirt I had tied around Margo’s eyes.
Kay got to her before I could grab her. “No, Celeste. We can’t, honey, you know that. She’ll see, which means they’ll see. She’s not herself right now.”
I knew from the look on Celeste’s face she knew what that meant. She’d been there when we had to deal with Bobby. When he attacked us and then when the patch was removed. She knew her mother was going to die.
She cringed back up against Kay and buried her face in her neck as Kay wrapped her arms around her. She looked back at me and shook her head in anger and resentment at what would have to be done. There was no easy way to do this.
And they didn’t even know about Sherry yet.
“Max? Will you take Margo to a room somewhere? We’ll have to . . .deal with that later.” I took a deep painful breath. “They took Sherry,” I blurted out and felt a hot sear of pain through my chest at speaking the words out loud. I laid a hand on the wall to steady myself.
I couldn’t even recount or recall the explosion of emotion and words and movements that happened after that. I did remember the pressure and fuzz of so many Keepers probing my brain at once to get the full story.
“Oh, no,” I heard Jeff mutter beside me as he saw what I knew, Marissa pressing him for details quietly.
Danny came bounding through the line and stood beside me, taking Celeste from Kay. He was torn between comforting his girl and rescuing his sister. He petted her head and I was proud, for just a second, I let myself be proud, let the rage go and saw him. He was doing what needed to be done. He couldn’t just let Celeste stand there broken and he couldn’t forget Sherry needed us.
He was fierce. He looked me in the eye. I knew what he was doing. He was waiting on instructions, on plans to go and get his sister. In his mind, there was nothing else to think about.
“Wait, wait!” Piper yelled. “Now, they set this trap and don’t even look at me, Merrick. I saw it all in your mind. They took her on purpose, knowing you’d all run after her like a bunch of naïve idiots. You cannot go after her and risk everyone else.”
“Oh, this is just your dream come true isn’t it, Piper!” Celeste yelled, pulling her face up from Danny’s shoulder to look at her. “Sherry out of the picture. Everyone knows you hate her!”
“I do, but that has nothing to do with it. They told Margo it was a trap for us. It would be dumb to just go after her.”
“True,” Jeff said and looked at me. “But since when do we do the smart thing? I’m with you, brother, all the way. Say the word.”
Everyone seemed to be torn. This was Sherry we were talking about. We had to get her back but it was a trap. What were we going to do?
“Uh, Merrick?” Cain spoke up and detangled himself gently from Lillian, who was clearly stricken at Sherry’s ordeal, stepped forward. “I know a way.” He glanced over at Billings. “Billings? I still got that job offer?”
Billings looked puzzled, then brightened and nodded his head.
“It could work. They hire people every day on the spot. That Lighter, Daniel, killed all the Lighters who saw me help you so I shouldn’t be compromised. I could go with you, be your mentor. We could start in the morning.”
“Wait. What are you talking about?” Danny asked.
“They’d take her to an enforcement facility containment building. There’s a big one in Effingham. I’d bet my last paycheck they took her there. And, hello, I’m an enforcer. Guess who can get in and guess who gets a nice fat bonus for bringing in a new recruit.”
“So, you’re saying you and Cain are gonna just go in there and walk out with Sherry?”
“What else we got?”
Danny hung his head. Celeste rubbed his back and whispered something in his ear.
I tried not to look at him. I tried not to think. I knew all the things they’d be doing to her. I couldn’t imagine waiting around until morning to go after her. I felt nauseous. I felt ill and green and devastated all at once. I needed to do something. I needed to jump in the first vehicle I could find and go after her now, the fact that I’d be killed in the process didn’t matter, only the fact that she would too was stopping me.
I didn’t know how much longer I could just sit here though, chatting about what to do about it.
“Wait, wait, wait,” Piper chimed in again. “This is all a little coincidental, isn’t it? Billing comes here the day before Sherry is taken? Seems a little too much of a coincidence for me to accept.”
“Hey. Now hold on a minute-” Billings said, looking defensive, but it was too late.
I could already see the wheels turning all around me. People were wondering if she could be right. In fact, for a second, I entertained the idea myself, but then I remembered a certain Muse with a knack for figuring out these things.
“Marissa?” I said and when she looked, I nodded my head toward Billings.
She knew what I wanted. She started to cross the room towards him. He of course was wide eyed, not knowing what we were doing, but Marissa looked harmless enough. If he only knew.
“No way!” Piper yelled when Marissa was almost to Billings. “You made the rules. No using our gifts on each other, remember? So she can’t touch him or else she has to leave. Your rules!”
“Shut up, Piper! This is different and you know it,” Jeff yelled taking a couple steps forward toward Marissa. “Go ahead, babe. No one’s going to touch you.”
She looked to me. I nodded and then she looked at Danny.
“Please,” he said softly.
She nodded and started towards him again.
“Nuhuh! I won’t stand here while you change the rules to fit the situation! I do it and you throw me to the wolves but you’ll let – Hey! Put me down!” she yelled and squealed.
Miguel picked her up and threw her over his shoulder, fireman style. He looked back at us and yelled over her screaming.
“Go on then. I’ll take this one and find a nice, quiet, locked place for her,” he said and then carried her screaming and beating his back down the hall yelling. I heard her say Neanderthal and barbarian but I blocked her out.
Jeff moved forward and spoke loudly at Marissa’s side.
“Everyone understands the situation right? Anyone object to Marissa using her gift on Billings to get the truth?”
No one raised their hand and he urged her on with a hand on her back.
“Go ahead, sweetie. All clear.”
She stepped in front of Billings.
“This won’t hurt, just let it happen. Ok?” He nodded, reluctantly, and she touched his arm. “Are you telling the truth about wanting to help us?”
“Yes,” he answered flatly.
She touched his arm again.
“Do you still work for the Lighters, the enforcers?”
“No.”
Once more she touched his arm.
“Will you betray us to them, turn us in?”
“No.”
“Good enough for me. Let’s get cracking,” Danny said and crossed his arms, ready for battle.
Cain spoke next, just as fierce and determined.
“Ok, now that we got that out of the way, let’s get this all worked out. Billings, you and me got to get ready. We head out to work for evil, first thing in the morning.”
 
The End For Now…
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PROLOGUE
 
“Our bodies have five senses: touch, smell, taste, sight, hearing. But not to be overlooked are the senses of our souls: intuition, peace, foresight, trust, empathy. The differences between people lie in their use of these senses; most people don’t know anything about the inner senses while a few people rely on them just as they rely on their physical senses, and in fact probably even more.”
— C. JoyBell C.
 
 
IT FELT LIKE ripping… ripping through me, ripping from me. A deafening roar reverberated all around as I lay flat on my back, drowning the shrieks and screams echoing on the river valley walls. My eyes were wide open, unblinking, but all I could see were abstract forms in shades of black, gray and red. A searing burn cut across both of my thighs as if I’d been struck by a flaming hot iron. My flesh melted and bubbled, absorbing the phantom burning metal and shattering my femur bones like glass. Although I was screaming as loud as I could, the sound was distant, like someone screaming under water.
A hub of activity swirled around me, but I had the distinct feeling of being alone… alone in hell. I groped around on the cool soil at my sides, sparse patches of long grass and loose gravel, trying to remember where I was and what had happened to me. The pain prevented any coherent thoughts.
Voices. Panic all around me. Yet I was alone in my hell.
A flash of heat seared through my head, pounding rhythmically. Rust coated my tongue. The heat began to sink down my torso, leaking out of the stumps left under my hips. I sucked in jagged breaths as I realized that the heat was my blood, pumping through my arteries and spilling onto the cool ground.
No! I don’t want to die! Again, the screams tore out of me. No one answered my cries.
My body grew colder. The pain faded to numbness. They say when you know that you are dying, your life flashes before your eyes. I knew I was dying, but curiously, it was my twin sister Lony’s life that came to me in last minute mourning, not mine. I saw her love for me, even if we fought more than talked these days. I saw her fierce hope that our parents would reconcile their failed marriage and reunite, before nothing remained to salvage. I saw her boyfriend, Cane, and the lost promise of young love. A swell of love and pain filled my chest when I pictured Cane. It made no sense…I didn’t even like him.
The forms in my vision began moving more slowly, becoming even darker. I struggled to reach out to them, but my arms were as heavy as iron weights. I opened my mouth to scream again, but only rust flavored foam escaped my throat and rolled down the corner of my mouth and into my hair. The skin on my face broke into a cold sweat as I steadily bled out.
It was almost over. I wanted my mom.
A shock of pain ripped through my chest as my heart raced, running out of blood.
Thump-thump. Thump-thump.
The faster my heart pumped, the less time I had left. My back reared up, head scraping the ground. My lungs heaved, panting. The forms in my vision swirled so dark they blended with the night. I reached out desperately with my hands, fingers not even finding a hand to hold. Breath rattled in my chest as it left my body for the final time and the whole world faded to black.
 
 



CHAPTER 1
 
The day before…
 
YELLOW MORNING LIGHT seeped through the pink curtains of my bedroom, intruding on my Ian Somerhalder dream and nudging me awake. I brushed the crust out of my eyes and rolled over to check the time. Ugh! Why did I always have to wake up ten minutes before my alarm was set to go off? I dropped my head back onto the pillow and pulled the covers over my head. It was no use and I knew it. Those extra ten minutes of sleep were gone forever. The wisps of my dream faded away like smoke.
The sounds of morning in my house seeped into my warm blanket cave. My sister, Lony, was getting ready for school down the hall in our shared bathroom, her little radio tuned in to the local morning show. Every so often, she’d giggle at something the host or his sidekick said. Lony got up a half hour earlier than me every day so she could claim the shower —and eighty percent of the hot water —first.
In the kitchen below me, my mother hollered threats down the basement steps at my brother, Aaron, to coerce him into getting up for school. We only lived two blocks away from our high school, but Aaron still managed to be late at least twice a week.
Although I couldn’t hear him, I knew my father must be sitting at the kitchen table drinking coffee and checking the sports section for last night’s baseball scores.
Moisture tickled the insides of my eye lids, threatening to spill my grief. This would be Dad’s last morning here with the family. He was moving out this weekend into one of the rental properties they owned, the one where the hallways between the apartments smelled like stale Vietnamese cooking.
I turned onto my side and hugged my down pillow to my chest. It was best to get the crying done and over with now. It wouldn’t do any good to break down in front of the kids at school.
Anyone with two eyeballs in their head could see my parents hadn’t been happy for a long time. They used to argue at night after we went to bed, usually about money, but a lot of times, just nit-picking at each other. We’d hear them down in the kitchen snapping and hissing, trying not to wake us. I should’ve known things were really bad when the arguing stopped. One or both of them must have given up the fight.
I had to get up if I was going to see my dad off to work. On a normal morning, I wouldn’t have bothered, but today, it was important. I rubbed my face dry with the sleeves of my pajamas and crawled out from under the covers, turning off the alarm before it beeped. Time to boot Lony out of the bathroom. I crossed the hall and pushed open the door without knocking. My sister did her best to ignore me.
Everything about Lony’s face was glittery and pink, from eye shadow to blush to lip gloss. She stood in front of the vanity methodically sectioning and flat-ironing her natural waves into a perfectly disciplined curtain that would hang down the middle of her back. Seeing her was like looking at myself in a funhouse mirror. Technically, we’re identical right down to the DNA, but these days no one ever mixed us up. I’m more the “wash and wear” type.
“What’s wrong with your eyes? Auditioning for The Walking Dead?”
I ignored her, stepping past to flip on the shower. I dropped my pajama bottoms and tugged my t-shirt over my head. Lony was the one person that I could change in front of without being self-conscious.
“Cady! Why do you have to fog up the mirror while I’m still getting ready?” Lony complained.
“Get ready in your room,” I snapped back, stepping into the hot water and drawing the curtain closed. I heard her yank the electrical cord out of the wall and stomp off toward her bedroom in a huff. She came back a minute later to get her radio.
I took the fastest shower of my life, not even bothering to blow dry my hair. I threw on my clothes and hurried down the stairs. But when I got to the kitchen, the table was empty. Dad’s coffee cup sat abandoned in the sink. He was already gone.



CHAPTER 2
 
“GIRL, YOUR SISTER is a piece of work,” Shawn declared as he slid into the bench seat across from me at the lunch table and set his tray down hard. Shawn Cole has been my friend since kindergarten, but as much as he liked me, he could never hide his aversion to my sister.
“What did she do now?” I asked, jamming a fork full of pasta salad into my mouth.
He rolled his eyes and complained, “Mr. McDonnell paired me up with Lony for our semester long chemistry project. We both know I get better grades than she does, but I just spent the last half hour having her dictate to me her ideas and how she insists we’re gonna do things. I refuse to be bossed around for the next sixteen weeks by the Cheerleader from Hell. Any advice for me on how to handle her?”
“Yes,” I replied, swallowing. “Pick your battles.”
“Thanks,” he muttered. Shawn set to work dissecting his cafeteria pizza until it was free of all veggie matter.
“Hi, guys,” Bronwyn said cheerfully, taking her usual seat by my side. Bronwyn Perkins was my other best friend. We met in the first day of junior high when we showed up wearing identical outfits. In many ways, Bronwyn was more like me than my own twin. We’re both quiet until you get to know us. We both love animals and work part-time at a local shelter. We listen to the same music, like the same books and think the same movie stars are cute. My high school career would royally suck without her.
“Shawn just found out that Lony is his partner for the chem term project,” I explained.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” Bronwyn replied, patting his arm. There was no love lost between her and my sister either. Lony thought Bronwyn was a nerd of the highest caliber, and Bronwyn thought Lony was a spoiled brat. Both were right to a certain extent, but that didn’t mean I didn’t love them both.
My gaze trailed over to where Lony and her friends sat at the center table, clearly the loudest group in the room. If a bomb fell out of the sky and took only Lony’s table out, Dubuque Senior High would lose all of its varsity cheerleaders and most of the football team, leaving the marching band miraculously intact. At the moment, I could barely see my sister, because, Cane, had his muscular arms draped over her shoulders. They started dating almost a year ago, at the beginning of our sophomore year. Since then, Cane had become a regular fixture on our living room couch.
“Do you work tomorrow, Cady?” Bronwyn asked. She yanked the band out of her copper hair and began re-fixing her ponytail which had worked itself loose throughout the morning.
“Um, no. Dad’s moving, remember? Thought I’d give him a hand.” I bent my head down over my plate, blinking like crazy to keep the tears back. Actually, my father said he didn’t want my help. He planned to pay some guys from his construction crew overtime to load and unload boxes, but I didn’t think I’d be able to keep myself from pitching in. Maybe he’d let me do the unpacking at his new place. If left to his own devices, I could picture him living out of cardboard boxes for the next year.
Shawn shot Bronwyn a warning look and responded, “We’re sorry, Cady. We forgot. Are you okay? Wanna talk about it?”
“Not really,” I sighed. I set my fork down, having lost my appetite. My friends stared at me with concern. I know they just wanted to be there for me, but I really needed to get through this day on my own. “I think I’m going to take off. I want to stop by the library before literature.”
I stood up and carried my tray to the washing counter. As I passed by, I heard Lony’s trilling soprano erupt into a fit of giggles. How could she behave so normally today? Didn’t she care at all about our family falling apart? I took a deep breath. Of course she cares about our family, I reminded myself. She just deals differently, that’s all.
I trudged up one flight of stairs and turned into the library, bustling with students avoiding the humiliation of where to sit in the cafeteria. The library was always busy the first couple weeks of school.
I wanted to check out some books on the Russian royal family for my European History class. I had a vague idea of doing a Romanov family tree for my class project later in the semester. I jotted down the call numbers of two promising books from the computer catalog and set off for the stacks. After locating a large volume on Nicholas II, I stood in the aisle reviewing the table of contents.
Suddenly, someone rounded the corner of the shelves and ran right in to me. I let out a little shriek and dropped the heavy volume on my foot, sending a white flash of pain up from my toes.
“Damn! I’m so sorry!” the guy said, before muttering under his breath, “I’m such an idiot…”
I bent down to rub my toe and retrieve the book splayed open on the floor. I wanted to be annoyed with him, but I didn’t have the energy for it.
“Don’t worry about it,” I sighed. I carefully straightened the bent pages.
I didn’t recognize him, but with over two thousand students, and this being the first week of school, there were lots of new faces roaming the halls. He wore a black button down over a white Flobots t-shirt and black, faded jeans. Over his eyes were thick brows and a disheveled patch of black hair. He carried a worn backpack covered in sewed-on patches of indie rock bands. Realizing I was staring, my face flushed.
His shoulders were slumped, but I couldn’t tell if it was because I was so much shorter than him or if he just had poor posture.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
I wasn’t okay, but my problems had nothing to do with my throbbing toe. “No, but I’ll live,” I replied dismissively. “What are you so into there that you couldn’t watch where you were going?” I gestured to his hand where he had a finger stuck in a book to hold his page.
He held up The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy with a guilty expression. “It’s stupid ‘cause I’ve read it like five times already….” His voice trailed off and he shifted his weight from foot to foot.
“Don’t panic,” I said.
His brows knitted together in question. “I’m not?”
I gestured to the book in his hand.
He grinned. “Oh, right! Don’t panic.” The boy was obviously pleased that I had read the book enough to quote from it, proving we were both card carrying members of the same nerd club.
His grin faded and his feet began doing the shuffling thing again. “Anyway… sorry to disturb you.” He pivoted and began walking away.
“Wait!” I called after him.
He stopped and looked over his shoulder at me. Light purple shadows lingered beneath his eyes and his mouth was tight.
“Are you okay?” I asked. “You seem…”
The corner of his mouth twitched into a half grin, “No, but I’ll live.”
As a sucker for all creatures in need, human, animal or insect, I decided to introduce myself. “I’m Arcadia Day. You can call me Cady…everyone does.”
“I know. You’re in my literature class. And your sister, Avalon, has chemistry with me. Pretty names.”
“Uh, thanks. I’m sorry, I never noticed you in lit, but don’t feel bad, I’m not very observant.” Duh! Why did I say that?
“No problem. I sit a few rows behind you. I recognized you a moment ago by the back of your head.”
I couldn’t help grinning. “So, considering I’m not so observant, and I obviously didn’t pick it up in class, are you going to tell me your name?”
“Oh, yeah, sorry. I’m Bryan Sullivan. I’m new. We moved to Dubuque this summer from Portland…the one in Oregon. Not Maine.”
“Well, I guess we’re both heading to lit, so if you’ll wait for me to check this out, I’ll walk to class with you.”
A spark of enthusiasm flashed in his eyes briefly before he stifled it in an effort to remain cool. He gave a quick nod. In a school as large as ours, it could be difficult to make friends.
The first bell rang as I finished at the checkout counter. Bryan waited by the door, staring at his sneakers.
“I have to stop by my locker, but it’s on the way,” I said. “Do you have your stuff for class?”
Bryan nodded and patted his backpack. “They gave me a locker way up on the fourth floor, so it’s easier if I carry most of my books with me.”
We pushed through the busy halls. The noise of the crowd around us didn’t make conversation very easy.
“So how are you fitting in?” I shouted. “Making friends?”
He shrugged. “My mom signed me up to play piano in the school jazz band. She thought it would help me to get to know some people. A few of the guys are cool, but we are in that talk-to-each-other-in-class-but-don’t-associate-outside-of-school phase.”
“Ah, I suppose it takes time,” I replied. “So you play the piano?”
“Started with lessons when I was four years old. I prefer the guitar, but the school already had plenty of guitar players, so piano it is.”
“That’s so cool! I always wished I could play an instrument.”
Lockers at our school are assigned by class and in alphabetical order, which means Lony’s locker is right next to mine. She and Cane were leaning against the doors of both, staring googley-eyed at each other and blocking my access when I approached.
“Do you think you can go scrog somewhere else? I need to get into my locker.”
Cane gave a Neanderthal-like grunt and Lony stuck her tongue out at me, but they did scoot over. Bryan waited by my side as I swapped my books out. Lony’s eyes did a double take when she noticed the boy was actually with me, but Cane steered her off toward their next class before she could say anything. Thank you, Jock Boy.
I swung the metal door closed and spun the lock. “Ready?” I asked with a nervous smile.
“So, you and your sister…you’re twins, right?” Bryan asked as we walked.
“Yeah.”
“I almost didn’t notice. You don’t seem much alike.”
“I know. We’re actually identical, but you’re right…we don’t have a lot in common.”
“Is she taller than you?”
“No. Lony just never leaves the house without wearing at least a three-inch heel. She’s kind of a slave to fashion.”
I looked down at my worn jeans and gray hoodie. And
I’m obviously not.
The halls were beginning to empty out as students made their way into their classrooms.
“We also have a brother who’s a senior here, Aaron. Do you have brothers or sisters?”
“No.” He shook his head, “It’s just me.”
We stepped into class as the final bell rang. I slid into my desk, but glanced over my shoulder to see where Bryan sat. He gave me a melancholy grin as he rooted in his bag for a pen.
Ms. Crowell paced a circuit around the room while lecturing about the religious beliefs of ancient Greece. We were reading the Sophocles play Antigone.
I couldn’t focus on Antigone and her family problems; I had enough of my own. I rested my chin on my fist and pretended to pay attention. I didn’t want to dwell on my home life so my thoughts drifted to Bryan Sullivan. I tried to ignore the fact that he was sitting behind me, one row over, with me in his direct line of sight. I’ve always been a tad bit paranoid of being watched and knowing he was back there had me on edge. Instead, I tried to figure out why he seemed so distressed. Those shadows beneath his eyes were a clear indicator of lack of sleep. Maybe he hated living in Dubuque. I could certainly understand depression at moving to Iowa after living in a big city like Portland. Maybe he got in a fight with his parents and didn’t sleep well the night before. Maybe he got in a fight with his girlfriend…or maybe he had to break up with his girlfriend because of the distance, and now his heart was shattered into a million pieces.
My day dreaming followed this line of thought. Bryan was an attractive guy. Well, okay, he was hot. He didn’t have the traditional super-jock good looks that Cane had, and he didn’t dress like a GQ model like Shawn, but there was definitely a magnetic quality in Bryan that made it hard to look away. If he smiled a little more and got some rest, he could easily be one of the best looking guys in school. It made total sense that a guy like him would have a girlfriend. What would she be like? I couldn’t see him with a popular fashionista like my sister. Bryan had a sense of mystery about him, or maybe it was intelligence. He’d want a girl with those same qualities. An artist maybe?
Ms. Crowell’s voice wrenched me out of my head suddenly by asking me something. I sat up straight and tried to recall the question. I opened my mouth to speak, but honestly, I had nothing.
When it became clear to everyone I hadn’t been paying attention, Ms. Crowell scolded, “I’m not sure where you were just now, Miss Day, but I’d appreciate it if you re-joined the class.”
A few snickers crackled around the room. The teacher strolled down the aisle and called on someone else. I sat up straighter and began taking notes to keep my mind on the lecture.
By the time the bell rang, I’d successfully put Bryan Sullivan out of my mind. I closed my notebook and gathered my things slowly. My last class of the day was French, located in the classroom just across the hall. I didn’t need to go to my locker, so I waited for everyone else to file out before getting up to leave.
“Cady,” Bryan’s voice called from behind me. He stood with his backpack slung over his shoulder. “Where are you off to now?”
“French. Right across the hall. What about you?”
“Photography,” he answered. Yeah, I figured him for the artsy type. I could totally picture him holed up in a dark room poring over black and white stills of decaying buildings.
We both stood there awkwardly for a moment. A couple of students for the next class entered the room and sat down. “Well, I guess we better get going then,” I said.
When we stepped into the hallway, Bryan stopped me again. “Thank you. For talking to me, I mean.”
I shrugged. “No problem. It must be hard going to a new school.”
“Yeah…um…” His voice trailed off and he suddenly had trouble meeting my eyes.
I waited, not knowing if he just paused, or if he decided to stop talking.
“What?” I prompted.
He opened his mouth to speak again, but the bell rang. “I’m going to be late. I’ll see you Monday.”
Bryan jogged off down the hall and rounded the corner. What a strange guy, I thought.
“Mademoiselle Day?” Madame Deveraux called to me from the door of her French class. “Entrez vous?”
I nodded and ducked inside.



CHAPTER 3
 
THE FRONT DOOR was already unlocked when I got home from cross country practice. Our first meet was still two weeks away, but I couldn’t wait. I’ve always been more of a track sprinter than a distance runner, but I’d worked on distance training over the summer and was going to enter some longer races this year.
Cane lay sprawled out on my living room floor watching baseball highlights on ESPN. He’d kicked his sneakers off, giving me a view of the gaping hole in the toe of his sock. He didn’t turn to look hearing me come in. That wasn’t unusual. For some reason, he had trouble making eye contact with me. Maybe he didn’t think I was cool enough for him or something.
Lony sat on the sofa with her feet on the coffee table, painting her toenails. I could hear the head-banging wails of what passed for music in Aaron’s world reverberating up from the basement. So much for doing my homework in peace.
Backpack in hand, I began ascending the stairs to my room. Maybe I could see if Bronwyn wanted go to the public library for a while. With Dad moving, I should get my homework done tonight in case I didn’t feel up to it later in the weekend.
“Hey, Cady!” Lony called out. “Come ‘ere a sec.”
I sighed and poked my head into the living room. “What?”
Lony grinned at me like a Cheshire cat. “Who was that uber-hot emo guy you were with today?”
“Bryan Sullivan. He’s new.” I tried to turn away, but Lony kept talking.
“He’s in my chem class, but he doesn’t talk much. Were you like assigned to show him around or something? He’s a junior, right?”
“I assume so. We have lit together. And I wasn’t giving him a tour of the school. I just walked to class with him.”
“Do you like him?” Lony teased with a sing-songy tone. Cane cocked his head to listen, as if interested in my answer.
“Jeez, Lon! I talked to the guy for a total of ten minutes. Don’t you have cheerleading practice or something?” I asked. Changing the subject with Lony is easy if you bring the topic around to her.
She rolled her eyes dramatically. “Cady, do you live under a rock or something? Tonight is the first football game.” She gestured to Cane wearing his jersey which looked deflated without the hulking pads beneath it. All of the players wore their jerseys to school on game days. “There’s no practice because we cheer tonight.”
“Oh. Well…break a leg,” I replied and hurried upstairs. I wanted to get out of there before Lony could guilt me into attending the game to watch her jump up and down in her pleated skirt, chanting loosely rhyming lines meant to pump up the crowd.
I hung my bag on the back of my desk chair. My bedroom was carefully decked out by my mother in every possible shade of pink. I hated it, but there’s no arguing with her when it comes to interior decorating. Mom is a realtor, and a successful one at that. Even though we’ve lived in this house for ten years and have no plans to move anytime soon, my mother insists on keeping the entire house in perfect “open-house” condition at all times. The one exception being Aaron’s room, but as long as he keeps his mess in the basement where she can pretend it doesn’t exist, she leaves him alone about it.
I never liked the color pink, but somehow as infants it was determined that my color would be pink and Lony’s would be purple. That’s how people kept us straight, I guess. Anyway, the result is that almost every Christmas or birthday gift we have ever received from our extended family had been identical, but in either pink or purple. Like if our Grandma Nora were to get us sweaters, Lony’s would be a soft lavender and mine would be some hideous shade of Pepto-Bismol.
I pressed the power button on my computer, and it purred to life. While it booted up, I called Bronwyn.
“Hey, I’m going to do the loser thing and spend my Friday night at the library. Wanna come?”
“Just a sec, I have to go to my office,” she said. I heard her walk the phone into her pantry and shut the door. She had a little stool in there where she could talk in semi-privacy. Her parents didn’t believe children should be allowed phones in their bedrooms.
“The library actually sounds like more fun than what I have planned,” she said softly. “My parents are making me go to a lock-in at the church.” Bronwyn’s father was the minister the New Life Bible Church, and her mother served as the church secretary.
“Aren’t lock-ins for like middle school kids?”
“Yeah. It’s going to be me and a bunch of sixth graders. Mother says I have to go to set a good example.” Her mocking tone was the extent of her rebelliousness.
While they’d always been very hospitable toward me, the Perkins’ tended to hold Bronwyn’s reins pretty tightly. She wasn’t allowed much of a social life outside of school and church functions. They wouldn’t even let her stay overnight at my house because I have a brother under the same roof. Apparently, Pastor Tom thinks Aaron is some sort of teenage Casanova with designs on seducing my friends while they sleep.
“Maybe we can do something Sunday after church?” she suggested.
“I probably shouldn’t plan anything. I don’t know how I’ll feel with my dad leaving and all.”
“Sorry for my comment at lunch.”
“Don’t worry about it. I’m just really on edge about the whole separation thing right now. God, my eyes are tearing up just thinking about it!” I rubbed my face with the hood of my sweatshirt. I sniffed loudly into the phone. “Sorry…”
“I know. How are Lony and Aaron taking it?”
“Well, you know how Aaron is. I tried to talk to him a couple of days ago, and he just shrugged and returned to his underground lair.”
“I don’t know why boys always think they have to be so stoic.”
“I know, right? And Lony…she’s convinced that our parents are going to get back together and refuses to take any of it seriously.”
“Do you think they will…get back together?”
“I don’t know. Doubt it. With both of them running their own businesses, they never see each other. I have a feeling this ‘trial separation’ is really the first step in the divorce.”
“Unfortunately, it usually is. Darn! I just heard the garage door, so Father’s home. I better run. If you need to talk this weekend, give me a call.”
“I will.”
After we hung up, I took a few minutes to check my email and my Facebook account. I find it hilarious that Lony has 847 friends on her Facebook, and I have thirty-two. Well, at least I actually know and talk to all of mine. I answered a few messages and poked around online a bit, but when I heard my mother come home, I logged off.
“You don’t need to order pizza,” my mother was saying to Aaron when I entered the kitchen. “There’s leftover casserole in the fridge. Heat that up.”
Aaron shuffled out of the room in his stocking feet, muttering under his breath. Mom had kicked off her pumps and stood on one leg, massaging the ball of her foot.
“Hi, Mom,” I said, walking to the fridge to get a Diet Pepsi. “Busy day?”
“Oh, aren’t they all? I just stopped to get the car-charger for my Blackberry. I have two houses to show in Asbury, and then I’m going straight to the football game to see Lony cheer. Do you have plans tonight?”
Mom slipped her shoes back on and opened the junk drawer. She extracted a tangle of chargers for various electronics and began to un-weave the one she needed from the mass.
“No plans. Just homework.”
She leveled her gazed on me. “Cady, you do realize you are the only teen in the Tri-State area who voluntarily does homework on a Friday night, right?”
“I have to get it done tonight, so I can help Dad move tomorrow.”
“Oh, no you’re not! Your father and I talked about it, and we don’t want you kids in the middle of this. We want you all to go find stuff to do with your friends tomorrow and stay away from here. He has enough people to help him.”
“But, Mom,” I reasoned, standing with my hand on my hip, “We’re already in the middle of this. I can’t let Dad do this alone.”
Mom let out an audible sigh and rubbed her temple. “Arcadia Marie, don’t argue with me. Think of your dad. This is going to be hard enough on him, he doesn’t need an audience.”
I gritted my teeth to keep from talking back. There was no use in arguing with her when she made her mind up about something. I poured my soda into a glass of ice.
“Maybe you and Lony should go shopping tomorrow,” she suggested. “It’ll be good for you to spend some time together.”
The last thing I wanted to do was spend the day at the mall with Lony, but just then Lony flitted into the kitchen, so again, I held my tongue.
“Hey, Mamasita!” Lony said, giving our mother a peck on the cheek. “Still coming to the game tonight?”
“Of course, hun, but I’ll have to meet you there. Got an appointment right now. See you later!”
Mom waved good-bye and ran out the door with her charger in hand.
“Are you coming to the game tonight?” Lony asked, grabbing two sodas out of the fridge.
“I didn’t plan on it. I have some homework to do,” I answered, sipping on my drink.
“Only you would do homework on a Friday night,” Lony complained, stalking back to the living room.
I went to my bedroom and spread my textbooks across the bed. I took studying very seriously, but then, I had to. I wasn’t one of those naturally gifted people who absorb knowledge without trying. I make good grades, but I need to work very hard to do it. College was still two years away, but I really wanted to get accepted to a school out of state. I had been thinking about someplace in New England, but recently, California sounded good, too. Really, I just wanted to get out of Iowa. Dubuque’s not so bad, but I didn’t want to spend my whole life here, either. I reached for my French book and set to work.
The sky turned a bruised purple outside my window. I’d finished my French and history and was working on trigonometry when my dad poked his head in my bedroom door.
“Hey, Bug,” he greeted. His work clothes were a bit dusty from hanging around job sites all day, and his eyes looked tired. My dad is a general contractor who builds homes and small commercial buildings. He’d been sleeping in the guest room ever since the big announcement was made. Not the most comfortable bed in the house.
“Hi, Dad. What’s up?” I asked, trying to act casual, but not quite succeeding with the knot in my throat.
“Just got home and it looks like everyone is gone except you and me.”
“Yeah, Lony is cheering at the game tonight. Mom went to see her. I don’t know where Aaron ran off to. I heard his truck leave about an hour ago.”
My dad leaned against the door frame. He was still a handsome man, even if his waist was a little thicker and his hair a little thinner. His almond-colored eyes were exactly like mine.
“It’s Friday night. Are you just going to do homework?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” I shrugged, closing my book. “Do you have something else in mind?”
“How would you like to go to a movie with your old man? We can see anything you want as long as it’s not a tear-jerker.”
“I’d love to.” I’d always been a daddy’s girl.



CHAPTER 4
 
MY MOTHER GOT her way, and Saturday morning found me packed into the car with Lony and on our way to the mall. The official orders from both of our parents were to stay gone all day, but Dad said I could stop by his new place Sunday afternoon to help him settle in.
It’s not like I hated my sister or anything…we just had nothing to talk about. It’s not like when we were little and inseparable. Then, she’d been my best friend, more than that even. We finished each other’s sentences and spoke in a secret language all our own. When our parents finally moved us into separate bedrooms at seven years old, it was six months before I stopped sneaking into Lony’s bed after our parents went to sleep.
High school ruined everything. The summer before freshman year, puberty struck with a vengeance. We each gained five inches of height and added the perfect curves to compliment our slender frames. Lony loved her new body. She relished in the attention it brought her from boys at the public swimming pool. She would parade back and forth in front of the concession stand in her striped bikini, giving coy glances to the boys as she passed. I was slower to accept the changes. I’d always been more athletic than Lony, competing in cross country and track at school and gymnastics on the weekends at a local club. But the growth spurt had knocked me off my rhythm. That summer I spent almost every day at the YMCA reacquainting myself with my body and its limits. While I was too bulky to stay competitive in gymnastics, I was running sprints like Hermes. By the time school started, I was in great physical condition, ready to compete for a shot on the Varsity track team. Lony was ready to compete in a whole different way…she wanted the title of Most Popular Girl in School, and was willing to step on anyone to get it.
Since we had an entire Saturday to kill and the Dubuque mall was pathetically inadequate, Lony crossed the bridge spanning the Mississippi River into Wisconsin, heading toward Madison. Three hours later, I sat outside a dressing room reading a comic book on my e-reader while my sister modeled a seemingly endless series of homecoming dresses for me.
“You really should go to the dance. I mean, it’s Homecoming. Isn’t that like a right of passage or something?” She’d been badgering me the entire ride up to Madison about my lack of interest in school activities.
“You don’t give yourself enough credit,” she rattled on. “I know like five guys who would take you if you wanted to go. If you were desperate, you could even ask Shawn. Not very romantic, but at least he can dance. What do you think of this one?”
My sister stood before me in a rose-tinted halter dress with a dangerously low neckline.
“I think you’d never get out of the house in it,” I muttered.
Her face fell into a pout. “You’re right. Too bad, though. I look hot.”
Lony slipped back into the dressing room to wriggle into something else. A moment later she was back out in a silvery-blue number, twirling in the three-way mirror.
“What about that emo guy?” she asked.
“Huh?”
“You know…that guy you were walking with yesterday…Byron?”
“Bryan,” I sighed. “What about him?”
Lony planted her fists on her hips and gave me an exasperated look. “Aren’t you paying attention? You should ask him to Homecoming! I bet he looks good dressed up. Just don’t let him wear all black, it’s depressing.”
“No, Lon,” I said, slipping my e-reader back in my bag. “I don’t want to go. I dance like an idiot, I hate the music they play, and there are no boys in school that I’m even remotely interested in.” My stomach ached with hunger, so I decided to move Lony along. “Maybe we should hit the food court. I’m starving.”
“Fine,” she replied, even though clearly she was not. She gave the dress one last twirl. “But what do you think about this one?”
“I don’t know. It’s kind of plain. I like it, but it’s not really your style.”
“Yeah. You’re right. Well, give me a sec to change and we’ll go.”
We were sitting in the bustling food court, surrounded by a circle of fast food places, when Lony started in again on my boring social life.
“Why don’t you come out with me tonight?” Lony asked, dipping her French fry in mayonnaise before eating it. “A bunch of us are going out to the Mines of Spain. You should come. We never hang out anymore.”
“That’s because we don’t have anything in common. It’s not personal; it’s just the way it is.”
“No, you just have a thing against my friends. I don’t know why, they like you well enough.”
“Well, you don’t like to do stuff with my friends, either.” I argued, shoving a forkful of salad in my mouth.
“Not true! I went to the movies with you and Shawn just two weeks ago.”
“Yeah, but Cane came with, and you made out with him the whole time. Do you even remember what movie we saw?”
“So that’s it?” she asked, dramatically tossing her fry back onto her tray. “Are you jealous that I have a boyfriend and you don’t?”
“Oh, please,” I muttered. I set my fork down. “How can you even ask that? Of course I’m not jealous of Cane. Maybe the reason I don’t like to hang out with you is because you’re constantly lecturing me. Back off!”
I stood up from the table, dumped my garbage in the trash can and waited for Lony on a bench by the mall exit. If I’d had the keys to the car, I would’ve been tempted to leave without her. Lony followed a few minutes later, with a look of apology on her face.
“I’m sorry, Cady,” she said. When I didn’t answer, she sat down on the bench next to me and continued. “I was being bossy again, wasn’t I? I don’t mean to be that way, but you’re my little sister.”
I kicked my shoe at a scuff mark on the tiled floor. “Eight minutes does not make me your little sister,” I said for the thousandth time in my life. The familiar joke cut the tension between us somewhat, and I broke into a reluctant smile.
Lony put her arm around me in a half-hug. “I just miss you, that’s all. We used to be best friends, and now I hardly see you. It shouldn’t matter that we have different friends and like different things. We’re twins, not clones.”
“I know. I miss you, too,” I replied honestly.
“So does that mean you’re gonna go out with me tonight? I promise if you’re miserable, we can go home.”
Being miserable was virtually guaranteed, but I’m not one to fight a losing battle. “Fine…”
With a triumphant grin, Lony pulled me off the bench and drove us home.



CHAPTER 5
 
AMY SUTHERLAND, A friend of my sister’s, was in the middle of telling me a rather boring and overly-detailed story about a guy she met during the summer while working at a resort in the Wisconsin Dells. I pretended to be interested and wondered how much time I’d have to sit there before it was socially appropriate to ask Lony to take me home. We were hanging out on the hood of Amy’s Chevy in a small parking area at the Mines of Spain. At one point in time, the river bluffs along the Mississippi were full of lead, attracting miners to the area. After the minerals in the hills were exhausted, the state sectioned off the area as a nature preserve filled with hiking trails winding through the forest. Kids weren’t supposed to loiter there after dark, but that just added to the appeal.
Amy didn’t need much encouragement to keep her chatter flowing. I nodded once in a while and made noises where appropriate. Something about her story made me doubt the existence of this summer dream boy. Honestly, I couldn’t imagine any guy finding her interesting enough to waste a whole summer on. My shoe rhythmically kicked her car tire to the beat of a song in my head.
Twenty or thirty other kids from school were with us. If the DNR were to spot us while on patrol, they’d assume we were up to no good and kick us out. In reality, we were just a bunch of kids standing around and talking with nothing better to do on a Saturday night. I could see Lony leaning against Cane’s truck, pretending to thumb through his iPod for some music, but the glare fixed on her face along with her repeated glances in Cane’s direction told a different story. He stood talking with a petite redhead who came with some kids from Hempstead High. While I didn’t notice any outright flirting going on, I knew Lony must be jealous. Cane was easily the handsomest guy in our school. He had sun-streaked blond hair and soft green eyes. As he laughed a big throaty chuckle at something the girl said, I noticed his smile looked like something straight out of a toothpaste commercial. I could understand what some girls saw in him, even if he wasn’t my type.
“Hey,” Matt Kutch called out, “Anyone want to go for a walk?”
“Not on the cliffs!” Lony replied. “I’ll go if we stay in the low areas.”
Everyone in Dubuque knew how dangerous the Mines of Spain could be at night. Every few years, some teenager would accidentally fall off one of the cliffs or drown in the Mississippi River which rolled on the edge of the park. Usually, those incidents involved alcohol, which was thankfully absent tonight, but even a sober person could misjudge the footing on the narrow trails and tumble down the rocks.
“Wanna walk?” Amy asked me. I glanced around and it seemed only Matt, Lony and Cane were planning to go. I had no intention of letting my sister leave me here with a bunch of kids I hardly knew.
“Okay,” I shrugged, sliding off the hood of the car.
Amy and I followed Matt onto the dark trail surrounded by tall trees in full foliage. He had a large flashlight from his glove box that he used to illuminate the trail and keep us from stumbling too much. Cane also had a small flashlight, but it wasn’t long before he and Lony started to lag behind. I peeked back every few minutes to make sure I could still see their beam following in the distance.
“I’m surprised you came out tonight, Cady,” Matt commented. “I never see you outside of school.” I really didn’t know Matt all that well, and if it weren’t for being Lony’s sister, he probably wouldn’t even know my name. My impression of the tall, gangly boy was formed in the one class we’d had together our freshman year. Matt tried to hide is complete inability to do algebra by goofing off, driving our teacher insane. Truthfully, I thought he could be obnoxious when he had an audience around to encourage him, but he didn’t seem too bad when he let his guard down and acted like himself.
“Well, Lony kind of made me,” I answered, picking a leaf off of a low-hanging limb and twirling it between my palms.
Matt and I made awkward conversation while Amy tagged at our heels, complaining about the mosquitoes.
We had been hiking for a while when I started to hear raised voices behind us. Lony and Cane were arguing, but I couldn’t make out the words.
“Jeez, all they do is fight,” Amy muttered.
Amy was right. Lony and Cane preferred bickering as their main form of communication. My entire family was getting sick of listening to it. Lony had a quick temper, and clueless Cane couldn’t stop himself from setting her off. Most of their arguments revolved around something he said or didn’t say, did or didn’t do, that Lony took personally. I suspected her issue tonight revolved around the cute redhead he’d been talking to back in the parking lot. Maybe that’s why I didn’t feel the need to run out and get a boyfriend. It looked like too much aggravation.
The trail opened up into a clearing as it drew closer to the Mississippi. Railroad tracks snaked their way along the edges of the river on both sides. Dubuque actually sits at the corner of three states: Iowa on the west side of the river, Wisconsin and Illinois on the east. Across the mile-wide river, the Illinois bluffs were dark and peaceful under the bright moonlight.
Matt led us over to a couple of boulders to wait for Lony and Cane to catch up. Amy started in on a story about a recent concert she attended where she snuck backstage to meet the band, and the drummer taught her to do a drum roll. From the expression on his face, Matt wasn’t buying it any more than I was. I kept my ear out for my sister. I could see her and Cane about fifty yards away walking along the tracks toward us. I still couldn’t hear what the argument was about, but the whiney tone in Lon’s voice echoed off the valley walls and I thought she might be crying.
Beyond Amy’s talking, I detected what sounded like the rumble of a boat motor in the distance. My eyes scanned the water, but I didn’t see anything. I couldn’t imagine why a boat would be on the river in the dark. The Mississippi was notoriously dangerous. The rumble got louder, closer . . .surely I’d be able to spot a boat that big even in the darkness. I couldn’t tell where it was coming from. Sound travels oddly, almost deceptively, on the river valley. Sound waves bounce off the limestone cliffs and roll over the water strangely. When the rumble turned into a roar, Matt and I looked at each other with wide-eyes.
In the end, it was the spotlight blazing down the track, not the roar of the engine which alerted me to the train rounding the limestone curve of the cliff at the river’s edge, less than two hundred yards from my sister.
What happened next took only seconds. I jumped to my feet and screamed Lony’s name. In the glare of the single headlight, both faces stood frozen like deer. Matt and I ran over the rocky ground toward them as fast as our legs could move. Cane snapped to attention first and ran off the tracks. When he noticed Lony wasn’t following, he turned back yelling her name and reaching out for her arm. Lony snapped out of her shock and tried to run, but the heel of her sandal caught the edge of the wood rail, sending her sprawling to the ground. In the same instant, a power surge flashed through my body, twenty yards away, flinging me onto my back. The world faded to black.



CHAPTER 6
 
MY HEARING CAME back first. An annoying rhythmic beep plucked on my nerves like harp strings. I thought it was my alarm clock, and I was late for school. I tried to shut it off, but my arm felt as if it were pinned at my side by a tangle of snakes.
I cracked my eyes open to see a strange room with dingy, white wallpaper and a TV mounted from the ceiling. Where am I? I struggled to call out, my vocal cords burned and something was jammed in my mouth. Although I could breathe fine, the fat tube down my throat sent me into a claustrophobic panic. My hands fumbled like they were wearing thick mittens, but I managed to rip the IV tube out of my arm. The annoying beeps escalated, sending a nurse dashing into the room to stop me just as I began wrestling with the tube in my mouth.
“Relax, Honey,” the nurse murmured as she pinned my arms to my sides. “Be still. You’re going to hurt yourself.”
My arm leaked crimson dots onto the crisp sheet from the IV hole. I tried slowing my breathing down to suppress the panic urges. The nurse brushed a sweaty lock of hair back from my face and checked me over carefully. She smelled like vanilla and hand sanitizer. A plastic nametag on her shirt told me her name was Jenny.
“It’s okay…you’re going to be okay. Just relax,” Jenny whispered as she pressed a call button for the nurse’s station and asked for a doctor to be paged. My eyes watered with fear, and I bit down on the tube tightly. She swiftly cleaned up my bloody arm and re-inserted the fat IV needle. A doctor in a navy blue scrubs hurried in and began asking the nurse all kinds of questions. Their voices seemed too loud, and I closed my eyes to fend off a headache.
“Open your eyes if you can hear me?” a deep voice asked.
I opened my eyes again to see the doctor leaning over me. He had shadowy stubble on his face, and his breath smelled like stale coffee.
“My name is Dr. Gibler. I’m going to ask you a few questions so I can examine you,” the doctor explained. “There’s a tube in your mouth which is helping you breathe. As long as the tube is in, you will not be able to speak. I’ll get it out in a moment. Until then, you can answer my questions with blinking your eyes, okay? One blink for ‘yes,’ two blinks for ‘no.’ Do you understand me?”
I tried to nod, but my throat burned with the motion. Now, I understood the blinking thing. I blinked once to let the doctor know I understood him.
He crossed to a sink along the wall and washed his hands.
“Do you know where you are?” he asked.
Duh, a hospital. One blink.
He dried his hands on a paper towel. “Do you remember what happened? Why you are here?”
I tried to remember, but I couldn’t focus my hazy thoughts. Two blinks.
“Okay. I’m going to remove you from the ventilator. This may be uncomfortable and your throat will ache for a while. On the count of three, I want you to take a deep breath and blow it out through your mouth. Are you ready?”
One blink.
Dr. Gibler deflated the cuff and counted to three. When I blew out, he pulled the plastic tube from my throat in one swift motion. Even though the flesh inside felt enflamed, I sputtered and coughed. Nurse Jenny handed me a Dixie cup of ice chips and popped a couple into my mouth. The cold liquid felt blissfully refreshing on my dry, gluey tongue. While she took my vitals and noted them in my chart, the doctor began asking me questions.
“Do you know where you are?”
“H-H-Hospital?” My voice came out all hoarse and shaky.
“Good. Can you tell me your name?”
“Arcadia Marie Day. Cady.”
“Very good, Cady. Now, can you tell me what year this is?”
“2012. How long have I been here?” I asked, tilting the cup to my lips for more ice chips. I knew he was just checking my mental status, but his questions annoyed me.
“Three and a half days,” Dr. Gibler answered. “You were admitted on Saturday night and it is now shortly before noon on Wednesday.”
“Wow….” It was strange and confusing to think that I had lost three days of my life.
“Are you in any pain?” Dr. Gibler asked.
I ran through my body parts mentally. “Um…headache. Not bad though. I think it’s just from that constant beeping.”
The doctor’s brow wrinkled in confusion before he recalled the heart monitor. He reached up and flipped the volume off.
I tried a weak smile, “Thanks.”
“Cady, do you remember what happened before you lost consciousness?”
I concentrated hard. I remembered having a vivid nightmare about getting run over by a train, but I couldn’t remember being in any kind of accident.
“Tell me what you’re thinking,” Dr. Gibler inquired. “What do you remember?”
“A dream. I remember having a dream. It was weird.”
“Tell me about it.”
“It was so real! I got hit by a train. Only it wasn’t me really. I was my sister…or maybe I was inside my sister’s body. I could feel every pain and sensation as if it were really happening to me. I could taste the blood in my mouth… Seriously, I’ve never felt so much pain in my life. I didn’t know dreams could do that.”
An odd expression clouded over Dr. Gibler’s face, a mixture of confusion and sorrow. “You felt it? Like physically?”
I pressed my eyes closed and tried to block out the horrifying images from my dream. “Yes, I felt it. I felt legs being severed by the wheels of a train. I felt my temperature drop as my blood drained from my body.” I shook my head to clear away the images. My belly roiled with nausea. “I can remember every detail of the dream, but I can’t remember the accident that landed me in here.”
“Accident?” the doctor asked, casting a glance at Jenny. “Cady, you weren’t in an accident. In fact, there’s not a scratch on you.” He turned to the nurse. “Page her parents, please.”
Jenny draped her stethoscope around her neck and stepped out of the room.
“What’s happened?” I asked. “Am I dying?”
“No, you’re going to be fine.” The doctor fiddled with my chart, staring at it, but not really reading it. Stalling.
“Tell me. What happened?” I pleaded.
“Let’s wait for your parents. Your father is just down in the cafeteria.”
“No,” I insisted. “Tell me now!” I attempted to sit up, but my head spun and I slumped back down.
“Okay, Cady,” he said as he pulled a chair alongside the bed and leaned with his forearms balanced on the metal guardrail. “I have some rather disturbing news.” He took a deep breath before continuing. “It’s your sister, Avalon. She was in an accident. She was struck by a train and killed Saturday night. I’m so sorry.”
The doctor paused to gauge my reaction. My face remained frozen, but my mind wheeled about in a dozen different directions.
“What you remember was not a dream. In fact, you’ve been in a coma, which means you were so deeply unconscious that your brain did not go through the normal sleep cycles. You couldn’t have had any dreams.”
Spontaneous tears welled in my eyes, but I blinked them away. He must be wrong. Lony can’t be gone. I wanted to argue with him, to tell him he must be wrong. “W-w-w…?” I sputtered.
“Your father is downstairs in the cafeteria. Nurse Jenny just went to get him, and she’ll phone your mother. Your parents have been taking turns staying at the hospital with you.”
“But…what about me?” I asked, still confused. “What happened to me? Why am I…you know…here?”
The doctor pursed his lips as if in deep thought. “Honestly, we’re not quite sure what happened to you. We were hoping you could fill us in. When you were first brought to the ER, we assumed you had been hit also, but there were no injuries. Then, we figured you passed out from the emotional shock of it all, but then your blood pressure dropped dangerously low and your breathing became irregular. It was clear that this was no ordinary swoon.”
It was all too much to process. To say that my heart was breaking over the loss of my twin was an understatement. My hands trembled with emotion that needed to escape but had nowhere to go. Ordinary tears were not enough of an outlet. Suddenly, I felt naked and adrift in the clouds. I never realized how tightly my life was bound to my sister’s until the comfortable weight of her was gone.
The doctor took a few minutes to examine me and make notes in my chart, but everything he did and said turned into a blur. Flashes of the dream —or were they memories? —roamed about in my head. The more I tried to hold them down, the more real they became. I squeezed my eyes shut.
“Oh, thank God!” my dad cried as he ran through the doorway and fell on me with a tight embrace. Once my face was safely buried in the crook of his shoulder, I breathed in the comforting familiar scent and let the tears loose.
Dad rocked me in his arms and pressed his lips to the part of my hair. When he finally drew back to look at my face, he appeared ten years older. Huge gray bags hung below his eyes and his skin looked chalky. “The nurse called your mother. She’ll be here in a few minutes. Doc, do you know what happened to her yet? Will she be all right?”
Dr. Gibler nodded and gestured for my father to take a seat in the chair beside my bed. My father covered his hand in mine, holding on a little too tightly. One, or maybe both of us, was shaking.
The doctor’s kind eyes were surrounded by deep wrinkles. “I’m so sorry, Cady…about all of this. I can’t explain why you were overcome the way you were. Shock is still an area of the human mind that doctors are unclear on.” He went on to explain that there are two kinds of shock, emotional and physical, and they are the mind’s way of protecting a person from trauma. What I had experienced was an emotional shock, but for some reason, my body had responded to it as if I had been the one physically traumatized. “I’ve consulted with a shock expert at the University of Iowa and he has never seen a case of emotional trauma setting off physical symptoms to this extent. The erratic breathing and heart-rate, the drop in blood pressure, the coma. The only thing we can assume is that it was the extreme circumstances of witnessing the accident which caused it.”
My father’s face crumpled, and I knew he was thinking about Lony. So was I. She couldn’t be gone. Lony was so beautiful and fun and young—she loved life! And what about me? What is a twin without the other?
I didn’t have time to ponder it further. My mother burst in the door all tears and loudness. She seemed both overjoyed at my consciousness and deeply scarred from the death of her other daughter. She nudged my father out of the way so she could hug me and sob onto my hospital gown. There was a thick wall of tension between my parents. It was nothing that I could see really, more of an intuition. Something more was going on with them.
“Doctor,” my father asked, “How soon can we take her home?” Mom raised her head for the answer. For the first time in years, she had left the house without her face made up.
Dr. Gibler replied, “Well, Cady’s vitals are strong. Her heart rate and blood pressure are back to normal. I suspect the worst is behind her now, but I’d like to keep her overnight for monitoring. We still don’t know what caused her to lose consciousness for so long.”
My father nodded, but my mother’s lips formed a hard line. “Don’t you think she’ll be more comfortable in her own bed? It’s really inconvenient having her away from home, and she looks fine.”
Something else was off about my mom, other than her lack of cosmetics. Her gestures were a little too broad, her words slightly slurred. Dad must have noticed it too, because his eyes narrowed in on her face.
“Besides,” she continued waving her hands around, “We have a funeral to prepare for.”
Both my father and I flinched at the word funeral. All of a sudden, I felt the anguish my parents were going through with one daughter in the hospital and one in the morgue. My stomach rolled again. I started to gag and the doctor shoved a plastic pan in front of me. Nothing came out, but the heaves strained the muscles of my abdomen.
“Julia!” my father snapped, darting his eyes toward me. “Not here.”
My mother set her shoulders back and she stomped out of the room, shoving the door hard. My father gave me an apologetic look before following her out into the hall.
“It’s going to be fine, Cady,” the doctor assured me. “As you must know, they’re under a lot of stress. This isn’t easy on anyone. Can I get you anything?”
I shook my head. I just wanted to be alone.



CHAPTER 7
 
THE TIME BETWEEN waking from my coma and the funeral was a complete daze. I’d been released from the hospital on Thursday morning only to stay in my bed until I had to get up for my sister’s wake Saturday morning. Bronwyn came over, at my grandmother’s request, to help get me ready. After a couple of lame attempts at conversation, she gave up and went about the motions of getting me ready in silence. I sat on the toilet lid in my robe while she brushed and dried my hair with a feather-light touch. We both knew if she tugged too hard I might shatter.
I put on the dress that someone set out for me without really looking at it, thankful that I didn’t have to make any decisions for myself. Mom left for the funeral home early with Grandma Nora, so Bronwyn drove my brother and me over in her mother’s minivan. Aaron was dressed in one of our dad’s suits and kept fingering the knot of his tie, trying to loosen it enough for comfort, but not so much that our mother would freak out on him.
I’d been in Grandview Funeral Home a few years earlier, when my Grandpa Bill passed away, so I thought I knew what to expect. I learned really quickly that an elderly man’s funeral, even one who was respected and loved like my Grandpa, couldn’t compare with that of a popular sixteen-year-old cheerleader. Parked cars lined the avenue on both sides of the street for three blocks. It seemed as if everyone in Dubuque was here.
“I better drop you guys off at the door,” Bronwyn said. “It’s gonna take me forever to find a parking place, and I don’t want you to be late.” She turned into the lot and pulled up in the fire lane to let us out.
“Thanks,” Aaron muttered before hopping out of the back.
My posterior felt glued to the passenger seat.
Aaron didn’t notice I wasn’t behind him until he turned to hold the funeral home door open for me. His already grim face fell a little further, and he returned to retrieve me from the vehicle.
“Come on, Cady,” he said, opening the passenger door and unhooking my seatbelt for me. “It sucks, but we have to do this. If it’s too awful, I’ll find a way to take you home early, okay?”
“Okay,” I replied, my voice dry and crackled. With a hand on his shoulder to steady myself, I slid out of the seat. Leaning on my brother seemed to magnify my sorrow, and I struggled with the heaviness in my chest. It was just the two of us now. The odd feeling vanished as Aaron, seeing that I was steady on my feet, started walking ahead of me toward the building. I flashed a weak wave to Bronwyn as she pulled away from the curb.
Several people, mostly students from school, stared at us as we made our way inside the building. The pity in their eyes felt strong enough to touch, making me long for the safety of my bed.
Aaron took a deep breath and let it out with a whoosh. “All right, let’s get this over with.”
Aunt Tina, our dad’s younger sister who drove in from Chicago, met us right inside the door.
“There you are!” she exclaimed, drawing us both into a tight hug, her bleach blond extensions tickling my nose. “The family seating is in the reserved rows up front. They just started the receiving line.”
Aunt Tina crushed my hand in hers and dragged me through the crowd. Aaron followed behind us. My emotions were all over the map, making me feel like a computer getting ready to short circuit. I’d taken half of a Valium before leaving the house. Not enough to make me sleepy, but just enough to separate my mind from my body with a thick layer of numbness. I could sense tension and sorrow vibrating through me, but at the same time, it was like it was happening to someone else. Even with the medication, the pressure of the crowd triggered claustrophobia, making my chest heave and my palms dampen. Between that and the mass of people making the air thick and stuffy, my stomach tumbled with nausea.
I was halfway up the aisle before I spotted the white wooden casket, the door hinged open to show the lavender-tinted satin interior. I snapped my gaze away before I could see her. After our Grandpa’s funeral, Lony and I both agreed that viewing the dead was creepy, and we wanted to be cremated. I tried to tell my mother this when she was driving me home from the hospital, but she’d kept her eyes on the road like she was all alone in the car. I probably should’ve let Grandma Nora know, since she was the one making most of the arrangements. Once I’d woken up and Mom didn’t have to worry about me, she had to face Lony’s death, and she slipped into a strange kind of depression, pretty much making her useless for anything other than staying in bed all day.
Our aunt presented us to our parents like china dolls to be inspected. Mom looked like someone had beaten her with a hammer and superglued her back together. Her navy blue suit, freshly blown out hair and make-up were perfect, but anyone could see all that was only a thin veneer barely holding the pieces of her together. She reached forward mechanically and straightened Aaron’s tie. Her eyes reflected a glassy shine.
Dad stood shifting his weight from foot to foot as if his dress shoes were too tight. He drew me in next to him with a light squeeze on my shoulder. Once Aaron and I were between them like a buffer zone, the receiving line began moving again.
Thick grief washed over me with every new person who stood before me, making it difficult to breathe. I let my body shift into autopilot. While my arms hugged and my head bobbed in mute acknowledgment to the whispered words of sympathy, I shrank into myself and tried to fight off the urge to blow chunks all over my shoes. The line was insanely long, winding its way out the door, and after an hour, Dad let Aaron and I retreat upstairs to the family lounge to relax until the service started.
Away from the crowd, I finally felt like I could breathe again. I waited on a couch, letting a mug of coffee grow cold between my palms as various family members rotated in and out. My thirteen-year-old cousin, Geoffrey, sat in the corner playing Mario on his DS until Aunt Tina hustled him out with orders to talk to our great-aunts.
Aaron and I didn’t speak. He sat across from me on another sofa with his eyes closed as if catching a cat-nap, although I could tell by the way he flinched whenever someone else entered the room, that he was wide awake.
When it was time for the memorial to start, our grandma came to fetch us. While my family is not religious, Grandma hired Bronwyn’s father to hold the inter-faith service. As we entered the small chapel, I saw with horror that our front-row seats were situated directly in front of the casket. Panic hit me hard. I wasn’t ready to see Lony. Somehow, seeing her body lying in that coffin would make her death official, and I wasn’t ready for that. I didn’t think I’d ever be ready for that. I swallowed hard and stared at my feet the whole way up the aisle. I discovered with immense relief once I sat down that my line of vision was low enough to prevent me from seeing inside the box.
Just before Pastor Tom began to speak, someone sank into the seat on the other side of Aaron. I looked down the row to see Cane Matthews. I’d forgotten all about him. My parents must have invited him to sit with the family. His face appeared to be carved out of stone, as if betrayal of the slightest emotion would cause the whole thing to crumble off his head.
The ceremony passed in a great rush, each second bringing me closer to having to say my final good-bye to my sister. While Pastor Tom talked, I fingered the vintage butterfly hair clip that I had stashed in my pocket. I’d found it a couple of years ago in a junk shop downtown. The wings were made of delicate sheets of abalone and tiny rhinestones formed the body. Lony was constantly stealing it from my jewelry box, leading to many arguments about how I should just give it to her since I rarely wore my hair up. The thing is I probably would’ve let her have it if she hadn’t been so demanding about it. Instead, I held onto it out of spite. The clip now was fastened around a badly composed poem to my sister that I’d written in third grade. A few of the words were misspelled and the overly melodramatic lines didn’t really rhyme, but Lony had kept it pinned to her bulletin board in her bedroom ever since. I planned to slip it and the hair clip into the casket before it was closed.
Aunt Tina gave the eulogy for the family. Grandma had asked me to do it, but I begged off. I didn’t like public speaking on a good day, and there was no way I’d be able to hold it together on this one. My aunt’s words washed over me without sinking in. My mind whirled with all of the things I wanted to say to Lony before they closed the casket on her forever. The last time I’d seen her, she and Cane had been bickering. I snuck a glance down the row at him. The muscles of his jaw twitched beneath the surface of his freshly shaven skin, and his blood-shot eyes appeared tired and dry. It was sad that her final moments had been spent fighting. When the eulogy was over, our family remained seated while ushers dismissed everyone else with instructions that the burial would be a private, family ceremony.
Once the bulk of the crowd cleared out of the chapel, our family members drifted up one at a time to kneel on the velvet cushion before the coffin to pay their last respects. I waited as long as possible. I didn’t want an audience.
When my turn came, I settled on my knees beside her and folded my hands on the waxy wooden rail. Carefully, I allowed my gaze to drift over my sister from waist to head.
I had expected to see Lony there, but I realized with some surprise that body lying there was not her. My sister was long gone. The mortician had made her up to appear younger and more conservative than she’d been in life. Her hair was brushed and positioned so that it framed her face. She wore the plum colored dress that we had taken our family pictures in the year before, a dress that I remembered her complaining made her neck itch. The smoky eye make-up that I’d been so accustomed to seeing on her over the past year was gone, leaving a fresh face with only a hint of mascara and lip gloss. It looked more like my body in the coffin than hers. I shuddered.
I’d been so absorbed with drinking in her appearance, I didn’t notice the long moments that passed. When Dad touched my shoulder and indicated that my turn was up, my heart jumped into my throat. No! I screamed inside. I’m not ready for her to be gone!
Pastor Tom gathered the remaining family members and Cane in front of the coffin to say some last words. The tenor of his voice sounded far away, and I concentrated on saying my own silent good-byes, which I’d neglected to do before.
One by one, people began heading for their cars to get ready for the procession to the cemetery.
As I left the chapel, I turned back to see Cane, all alone now, watching the two somber men from the funeral home close the lid and set an arrangement of roses on top. He’d been the last person to see her in life. It seemed fitting that he be the last to see her in death.
It wasn’t until we were in the car on the way home that I felt the butterfly hair clip still in my pocket.



CHAPTER 8
 
THE NEXT WEEK and a half faded past me in blur. The pain in our house was almost unbearable. When Lony died, she left behind a hole that stifled us with its emptiness. My mother, Aaron and I spent most of our time in our bedrooms, Mom in a Valium-induced haze. She crumbled after the funeral and hadn’t gotten out of her pajamas since. Aaron drowned his thoughts in death metal in the basement until Dad stopped by and told him to keep it down so as not to disturb Mom. Me? I spent long afternoons sitting on the cushy window seat in my bedroom watching a flock of cardinals nest in our backyard pine tree.
Just over two weeks after the accident, I awoke early to noise coming from the kitchen beneath me. I slid my arms into a Hawkeyes sweatshirt and wandered down to investigate. Aaron stood in front of the open refrigerator drinking milk from the carton. Mom would have yelled at him for it, but I never drank milk, so I didn’t care.
“What are you doing?” I asked, leaning against the counter. Aaron’s blond hair was damp from the shower and he was dressed in jeans and a clean t-shirt which read “The ZOMBIE APOCALYPS is coming.” I wasn’t sure if it was advertising a band or making a social statement.
“What’s it look like?” he grunted. “Going to school.”
School. The thought of doing something as ordinary as going to school seemed foreign to me.
“Why?” I wondered.
Aaron flashed me a look like I was the stupidest girl he’d ever met. “It’s Monday.” He replaced the cap on the milk and slid it back into the refrigerator. His eyes drifted over me standing there barefoot and in pajamas. “You’re not going?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I haven’t thought about it.”
Aaron’s face softened and he nodded. “If you’re not ready, you should stay home. But I…I just can’t take this house anymore.” He snatched up his bag from the table. “See ya.”
I stood there for several minutes, my mind completely blank. It felt kind of nice standing alone, like being able to breathe fresh air after a long time in a stuffy room. For the first time since leaving the hospital, I got an urge to get out of the house, to go for a jog, to feel the sun on my skin. I wasn’t ready to go back to class yet, but a run around the neighborhood sounded like it might be okay.
After swapping out my pj’s for sweats, I walked down the hall to my mother’s room to let her know I was going out. I opened her door slowly and peeked in. The shades were drawn tight, blocking out the morning sun. I could just make out a lump curled in a ball in the middle of the king-sized mattress. Aside from the funeral, my mom hadn’t left her bed. The scent of unwashed sheets made my nose twitch.
Suddenly, my hands began to tremble and my stomach clenched. Intense sorrow hit me, seeming to radiate from the direction of the bed, both emotional and physical at the same time. It sunk into my body through my pores. My breath caught in my throat and something in my heart snapped. The void left from Lony’s absence sucked the gravity right out of the room. I lost my grip on the door and dropped to the carpet. I hadn’t realized I was sobbing until my mother’s arms wrapped around me, rocking me side to side.
“I know, honey, I know,” she whispered into my hair.
 
After school let out for the day, Bronwyn and Shawn stopped by to drop off some textbooks that I’d asked for. They had been at the funeral, but we didn’t have much chance to talk. They both called regularly, but neither seemed to know what to say to me. I guess I understood that.
We exchanged big hugs as I invited them inside. Identical looks of horror crossed their faces at seeing my normally put-together mom standing barefoot in the kitchen wearing her dirty bathrobe and eating peaches directly out of a can with her fingers. What I saw as progress they probably saw as a scene from Punked. I herded them upstairs.
I moved a heap of discarded pajamas and t-shirts from my desk chair and dropped them on top of my already-full hamper, where at least half fell off onto the floor. Bronwyn took the chair while Shawn sprawled out in my window seat. He picked up my binoculars and looked through them.
“Spying on the neighbors?” he asked.
“Birds,” I replied, then instantly felt stupid. I knew it sounded like a lame way to spend my time. “I’ve been watching the birds in the pines.”
Bronwyn bit her lip as she tended to do when she was uncomfortable. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen your room like this before,” she commented, her eyes roaming around.
For the first time since I got home from the hospital, I really focused my attention on my surroundings. The bed was unmade and the sheets were loose and wrinkled from tossing and turning. Several dirty dishes with clumps of caked-on food were stacked on the desk like my own personal Leaning Tower of Pisa. Next to the dishes, the photos from my bulletin board lay in a crumpled heap from where I’d ripped them down in a moment of rage and regret. On the floor in front of the closet was a pile of old school papers that I’d pulled out of my nightstand drawers for some reason late one night, and never bothered putting back.
“You were always the neat one,” Bronwyn whispered.
“Well, now I’m the only one,” I snapped. Bronwyn cringed and gnawed at her lip again. My harsh tone shocked me as much as her, and I immediately felt sorry.
“Cady,” Shawn said, walking over and wrapping his arms around me “She didn’t mean anything bad. Don’t get angry. We’re just worried about you.”
I allowed myself the luxury of sinking into his skinny, yet strangely comforting, chest. A wave of calm coated me like a blanket. “I’m so sorry,” I sighed.
Bronwyn slid up behind me and joined our embrace. The calming sensation intensified and the tense muscles in my shoulders relaxed. Sandwiched between my friends was the best I’d felt since before my Dad left.
“I don’t have to be home for a couple of hours,” Bronwyn said, “Why don’t you let Shawn and I help you clean up?”
I groaned. I wasn’t in the mood to clean, but I was willing to concede that doing something productive might make me feel better. I nodded.
Bronwyn gathered all of the dirty clothes and the sheets off of my bed and dragged them off to the laundry room, while Shawn helped me make up the bed with clean linens. When we carried my dirty dishes downstairs, I noticed the heap already sitting in the sink and stacked on the countertops, the remnants of what couldn’t be stuffed into the dish washer. It didn’t look like anyone had run a load since the accident.
Bronwyn and I tackled the kitchen while Shawn ran the vacuum, first in my bedroom and then through the rest of the house. My mother, holed up in her bedroom, didn’t come out of her room to help.
By the time Bronwyn had to leave to get ready for her Bible study group, the house was more or less put to order. I hugged both of my friends tightly and watched as they trotted off to Shawn’s Toyota parked across the street. As they drove away, my energy left with them, replaced by dull emptiness.
Returning to my newly cleaned bedroom, I sank down on the plush cushion of my window seat, feeling a little like a balloon that just had the air let out. My hands automatically picked up my dad’s old pair of binoculars from his time in the Army. The cardinals looked like they were redecorating their nest. I wondered if they applied the same Feng Shui principles my mother did. Wouldn’t want to see their Chi off balance.
A smudge of color appeared in the background, and I readjusted my focus. It was my neighbor, stooped over in her herb garden clipping leaves and dropping them into a pouch at her waist. I didn’t know her name. We had adjoining backyards, but her house faced the next street over. The woman had moved in a year ago after our old neighbor died. My mother frequently complained about how poorly this one kept her yard. The garden took up almost half of the space, the bushy plants over-grown and planted haphazardly. The back half of the yard, the half which reached all the way up to our chain link fence, was a large patch of grass which had not been mowed once since the woman moved in, like an urban haven for all kinds of woodland creatures.
I trained the binoculars on her face. The woman rarely came outside, so I was curious to get a look. She was younger than her long baggy dresses led me to believe. Auburn hair cascaded down her back in wavy tangles as if she hadn’t bothered to brush it that morning. She wore no makeup, but was exceptionally pretty with a smooth, creamy complexion. A slight smile rested on her lips as she clipped away like she might have been having a silent conversation with herself.
Zooming the focus out, I captured her whole body in my view. Her clothes were weird. I’d noticed them before in the glimpses over the past year. She favored long flowing skirts layered over each other in a way that my mother would have called Bohemian. Her top was a simple, long-sleeved t-shirt in bright blue. I was thinking of zooming in on her house when the woman glanced up and looked right at me. Her face broke into a toothy grin and her hand raised in a little wave.
I shot out of my window, dropping the binoculars on the carpet, embarrassed to have been caught spying. Oh, well. It was time to do something more productive than stare at birds anyway.
The text books that Shawn had brought sat in a neat stack on my desk. Just the thought of school overwhelmed me and made my palms sweat. I’d already missed eleven days in a row. Neither of my parents had mentioned anything about me going back. The doctors at the hospital advised them I should take it slow and suggested a therapist who specialized in post traumatic stress disorder. I had an appointment scheduled for Wednesday.
I carried the school books over to the bed and opened my literature text. A blue envelope baring Ms. Crowell’s loopy handwriting on the front dropped out from beneath the cover. I opened it to find a sympathy card with a little note inside.
“Words can’t express how deeply sorry I am for your loss. I know school is the last thing on your mind, but you might find it helpful to focus on something else for a while. I marked a few pages in the poetry section that you might find comforting. I’ve also enclosed a list of assignments that you’ve missed. Don’t worry about the due dates, just do the best you can. If you need any help, please feel free to contact me anytime.”
On the bottom, Ms. Crowell listed both her home and cell phone numbers. I ran my finger over the digits. I had only been in her class for a week before the accident, not nearly long enough to decide whether I liked her as a teacher or not. Somehow, that handwritten note with her phone numbers meant more to me than any of the hundreds of sympathy cards we’d accumulated since the funeral.
Maybe Ms. Crowell was right. I needed something more than a family of cardinals to distract my mind. Reviewing the assignment list, I noticed the class had already moved on from the Greeks and had skipped ahead to the Elizabethans. I heaved a sigh of relief at seeing we were to read A Midsummer Night’s Dream. I’d watched the movie on television once and liked it well enough. I couldn’t have handled reading one of Shakespeare’s tragedies. I flipped open the thick book and began reading.
I’d just gotten to the point where Nick Bottom’s head was turned into a donkey when the land-line phone rang. Probably Dad checking in on me again.
“Hello?” I answered, my eyes still half-reading the page.
There was a long pause before the caller spoke. “Uh, may I speak to Arcadia please?” His voice was soft and unsure, not familiar to me at all.
“This is Cady,” I replied.
“Hi. This is Bryan…Bryan Sullivan…you know, the new kid.”
It took me a moment to place the name. When I did, my belly did a little flip. “Oh, right, from literature class.”
I sat up straight on my bed. Boys called the house all the time, but other than Shawn, they had usually wanted to talk to Lony.
“I hope you don’t mind my calling. Are you busy? Do you feel up to talking?”
I shoved Ms. Crowell’s card between the pages to keep my place. “No…I mean, yeah…it’s cool. I was just catching up on some homework, but I could use a break. How’d you get my number?”
“Phone book.” He paused and took an audible breath in and out. “Listen, I’m really sorry about your sister. I actually went to the funeral, but you looked sort of overwhelmed with people, so I didn’t come up and say anything.”
“Oh…” I don’t know what surprised me more, that I hadn’t noticed him or that he’d been there at all. “Told you I’m not very observant.”
“Well, you had a good excuse.”
We both went quiet for an awkward moment. A faint metallic taste touched my tongue. I realized I was gnawing the chapped skin on my lower lip.
“So, um…how’s school going?” I asked. Lame, I know.
“It’s good, I guess. I mean, it’s school. If it weren’t at least a little emotionally damaging, they wouldn’t be doing their job, right?”
“Right.” I squeezed my eyes tightly and willed myself to come up with something to say that wouldn’t make me seem like a complete moron.
“So, do you know when you’re going to come back yet?”
“No idea. My brother, Aaron, went back today, but he hasn’t been home yet, so I haven’t asked him how it went.” I picked at the pilled fabric of my bedspread. “I don’t know how to tell if I’m ready to face it again, and my parents have been like zero help.”
“I understand. Actually, that’s why I’m calling.” Bryan paused as if gathering the courage to say something. “Um…my older brother . . .Jesse? He passed away last year. Thought you might like to talk to someone who’s been there, you know?”
“Didn’t you tell me that you’re an only child?”
“I am…now I am. After Jesse died, my parents thought we should be closer to our extended family in the Midwest. My mother’s side. So when my dad scored a job transfer to Dubuque, they couldn’t pack us off fast enough.”
“Oh. How . . .how did Jesse…?” My tongue stumbled over the question.
“Die? Do you know what hemophilia is?”
“Some kind of blood disease, right?”
“Yeah. It’s a genetic disorder where the blood can’t clot very well. A cut or a bruise can be fatal if doctors can’t get the bleeding to stop in time. Anyway, Jesse was snowboarding —something he was absolutely forbidden to do because of his condition. He was always doing stupid things he shouldn’t. The slope wasn’t even all that dangerous; he just banked too hard on a curve and tumbled into a tree. He was able to get up and walk back to the lodge, but by the time he got there, a huge bruise had formed on his side and began spreading across his back.”
“Oh, no,” I whispered.
“Yeah. His friends drove him to the nearest hospital, but he’d lost consciousness before they arrived. He died before my parents could get there. I guess he’d torn his liver when he fell.”
I squeezed my eyes tightly. Even hearing about the death of a boy I didn’t know could bring me to tears. “I’m so sorry, Bryan.”
He sighed on the other end of the phone as if he were forcing himself to be strong. “It’s okay. I mean, it was hard at first —it’s still hard —but it gets easier. I wanted you to know that. It gets easier.”
My chest tightened and my skin warmed for what seemed like the first time in days. “Thank you, Bryan. It means so much to me that you called. It’s like no one really understands what it’s like to lose a sibling. My friends have tried to help, but they’ve never experienced anything even close.”
“Have you been able to talk with your family?”
“Yeah, right! My mother has banned my father from the house and won’t let me go over to his place. And she’s been in a Valium haze since the funeral. My brother and I are spending all of our time in our bedrooms on opposite ends of the house. It’s like we brought the mortuary home with us.”
“I saw your brother today, at school. He looked like a guy walking in a dream. I thought maybe you would’ve come back, too.”
“I don’t think I’m ready yet. It just seems so hard. I can’t stop thinking about her as it is. How will I be able to look at her locker or her table in the lunch room or the cheerleaders walking around in their uniforms without thinking of her?”
“You can’t. You’re gonna see Lony everywhere for a while. It will totally suck…but that’s okay.”
“No! It’s not okay!” Tears were spilling down my face in earnest now. “These reminders just make the hole she left in my life bigger. She was my sister…my twin! All of my life we were defined by our relationship to each other. Lony’s the outgoing one, and I’m the introverted one. She’s got the style, and I’ve got the brains. She’s liked by all of the boys, and I’m liked by all the teachers. I don’t even know who I am without her!”
Bryan stayed silent for a few minutes while I sobbed. When I calmed down, I set the receiver down to wipe my face blow my nose with a wad of tissues.
I picked the phone back up and cradled it into the crease of my neck. “I’m sorry, Bryan. I didn’t mean to lose it. I’m doing that a lot lately.”
“Cady, don’t apologize,” he said. His voice was as soothing as hot chocolate. “Don’t ever apologize for what you are feeling. I understand.”
I sniffed again and asked, “So with Jesse…how did you move beyond it? I mean, how did you go on with your life?”
“Well, it sounds cliché, but I took it one day at a time. I got back into my routine, you know, going to school, doing my homework. I had a few close friends who helped me along. They kept me busy, but didn’t get offended when I didn’t have as good of a time as they did.”
“What about your family?”
“My mom also was lost for a while, but she pulled herself out of it after a few weeks. My dad…well, he doesn’t show his emotions much. I never even saw him cry, which seems weird, but if you knew my dad, it’s not a shocker. He went back to work the day after the funeral like nothing even happened. I don’t think my mother has forgiven him for that yet. They’re not talking a whole lot anymore. I suspect this move is a last-ditch effort on keeping their marriage together. It’s weird living in a house where no one speaks to each other. Sometimes I wish they would just separate and get it over with.”
“I know what you mean there. My dad had actually moved out the day before Lony’s accident.”
“Whoa! Brutal.”
I pulled a blanket out of my closet and carried it over to the window seat where I curled up all cozy-like with the phone. Bryan and I talked for over an hour. I told him about my upcoming therapy appointment, and he told me about the psychologist that his mother made him go see after Jesse’s death and what I might expect.
“So,” he said finally, “I have to go. My father will be home soon and my mother has dinner almost ready. Will I see you in school tomorrow?”
I could tell by the way he asked it that he thought it was time I get back in the swing of things, but didn’t want to pressure me.
“I don’t know, Bryan. I don’t know if I can walk in there. Everyone is going to stare at me.” I knew I sounded whiney, but didn’t care.
“Tell you what…I’ll pick you up in the morning and walk in with you.”
“Seriously? You’d do that? Why? I mean, you barely know me.”
He paused as if weighing his words. “Like I said, I’ve been there. And, since you’re one of the few people who has spoken to me outside of class since moving here, it’s my way of thanking you. You can always go home early if it gets to be too much.”
I thought about it for a moment. I was going to have to go back sometime. Aaron did it. I guess it was my turn.
“You don’t have to come get me.”
“I want to. Just tell me where you live.”
I had to admit to myself, having someone there for support would be nice. For some reason, this total stranger was able to comfort me in ways my family and friends had not. Part of it, of course, was because of Bryan’s experience with his brother, but I think the other part was because he never really knew Lony. He had nothing to compare me to, unlike other kids at school. Bryan saw me as a whole person and not as a half of a matched set.
“Okay. I’ll give it a shot.”
I gave Bryan my address and was ready to hang up when I thought of something. “Wait a sec. Before, you said that your brother’s hemophilia was genetic . . .”
“Yes. It is passed by females and carried by males. My mother is a carrier. She passed it down. I have hemophilia, too.”



CHAPTER 9
 
I COULDN’T SLEEP that night. After my conversation with Bryan, I waited for Aaron to come home so I could ask him about his day. It was past ten before I heard his truck pull into the driveway and he slipped quietly down to his bedroom before I could catch him.
In the morning, my head was a fuzzy mess of cobwebs, and my eyes were dry and red. I hadn’t slept well. After showering, I wasted over a half hour trying on and taking off clothes, unable to make a decision about what to wear to school. When I saw how late the time was I yanked on a pair of faded Levi’s and a long-sleeved t-shirt. My stomach felt acidic and queasy. I gulped down an Eggo waffle, but it sat in my belly like a rock. I thought about poking my head into Mom’s room to tell her where I was going —I hadn’t seen her at all the previous evening —but remembering the wall of depression that had overcome me the day before when I went in her room, I decided to just leave a note for her on the counter.
The doorbell rang. I scooped up my heavy backpack and opened the door. Bryan stood on the stoop, leaning his lanky frame against a post. Time must have faded his image in my mind, because the guy standing before me, grinning with one up-turned corner of his mouth, was gorgeous! The dark of his eyes and hair were accented by a pair of black plastic framed glasses, making him appear studious, but cool at the same time. He radiated calm and strength, but also a hint of nervousness. My shoulders relaxed and I responded with an echoing grin.
“You’re wearing glasses,” I commented.
“Only when I drive,” he replied. “Ready?”
I nodded and pulled the door closed behind me.
We drove the couple of blocks to school. His car was a older model Lexus, a little nicer than the average high school student. We didn’t talk much. The air between us felt thick and awkward. He tapped his long fingers on the steering wheel, and I knew he was as anxious as I was.
Bryan found a parking space in the middle of the lot. He shut the ignition off, but neither of us made a move to exit the vehicle. He removed his glasses and folded them into a case which he then tossed up onto the dashboard. My chest tightened with nerves, and I drummed my fingers rapidly on my leg. It was only a few minutes before the bell and students, alone and in groups, made their way purposefully to the doors.
“Maybe I shouldn’t have made you do this,” Bryan said. “You don’t have to go in. I can take you back home if you want.”
“You’re not making me do this. And as tempting as it is to go back to bed, getting back to regular life is the best thing to do.” I took a deep breath and let it out with a shudder. “I’m just glad I don’t have to do it alone.”
Bryan’s expression softened and he reached over to pat the back of my hand. For a second, I thought he might take hold of it, causing me to suck in a quick breath. But he didn’t. The touch was gone as quickly as it was given.
“Let’s go,” he said as he retrieved his bag from the backseat and opened the door.
My head grew dizzy as I climbed out into the crisp morning air. My stomach ached. The bell rang as we were approaching the building, but Bryan was content to let me walk at my own pace, without hurry. He accompanied me all the way to my government class. I could hear Mr. Steele in the classroom taking roll.
“Thanks, Bryan,” I said. “I really appreciate your help.”
He patted my shoulder stiffly. “I’ll be right here when you get out of class.”
“You don’t need to walk me to all of my classes,” I said with a nervous chuckle.
“I know I don’t have to, but my American history class is just two doors down. No big deal.”
Bryan lifted his hand in a wave and strutted off down the hall. I waited until he disappeared into his classroom. As soon as he turned the corner out of sight, my fear came back. Roll call was over, and the principal’s voice poured out of the intercom speakers for the morning announcements. I thought I might be able to slip into my seat before anyone noticed. I was wrong.
As I rounded the doorway to sneak down the aisle, I bumped into the metal garbage can, knocking it over with a clunk on the hard tiles. Twenty-one heads looked up at once. Upon recognizing me, their collective eyes shot down to the tops of their desks. The tension in the room jumped up so sharply, my lungs constricted. Suddenly, my neck broke out in a cold sweat, and my cheeks flared. I leaned over to right the garbage can and my bag slid off my shoulder, breaking the strap with the weight of too many textbooks.
“Good morning, Cady,” Mr. Steele said, picking up his attendance book to mark me present. “Class, pay attention to the announcements.”
The students turned back toward the front. I clutched the broken strap of my bag and slid into my third-row seat.
I remembered nothing of the teacher’s lecture. Instead, I obsessed over my discomfort. It was hard to describe, but the room felt nervous…twitchy with my presence. It wasn’t like anything I’d ever felt before. Several times I felt eyes watching me, but when I glanced around, all I saw were kids bent over their papers, scribbling notes or doodling in the margins. Paranoid much?
I jumped when the shrill bell rang out, ending first period. I really needed to chill out. I shook my head at my idiocy and stepped into the river of teenagers flowing up and down the hallway.
Someone touched my arm just above the elbow. I looked up to see Bryan. He smiled and asked, “How was it?”
I glanced around and noticed people looking at me as they passed by. “Awkward.”
“Well, awkward is okay. You know you can do it now. With each class, it’ll get easier.”
We merged into the traffic walking left. I wanted to stop at my locker to drop off the broken bag and the textbooks that I wouldn’t need. The crowd of students felt more oppressive than it ever had before. Flickers of hot and cold brushed my body, causing a sheen of cold sweat to dampen my skin. I felt my forehead, but didn’t detect a fever, just a dull ache forming between my eyes.
When we rounded the corner, I felt like someone socked me in the chest with a baseball bat. Before me was Lony’s locker, looking as if Hallmark threw up all over it. Photos and cards were taped in over-lapping layers so no metal was exposed. What didn’t make it on the locker itself leaned neatly along the base of the wall. A vase with wilting roses stood on the floor with a hand-made sign sticking out which read, “Gone to the angels.” Teddy-bears and Beanie Babies with blank eyes and mocking smiles stared up at me from the floor.
“Oh, my god . . .” I whispered, my face draining to white. Kids passing by between classes stared at me, making my skin crawl.
Bryan clutched my arm and steered me into an empty classroom. “I’m so sorry, Cady.”
“What is that? A shrine?” I shouted, my voice breaking like a twelve-year-old boy. I started to hyperventilate, the air in my lungs heaving in and out, in and out.
Bryan pulled me into his arms, his hand patting my hair. My tears soaked into the cotton of his White Stripes t-shirt, leaving dark gray blotches.
“I’m so sorry. I had no idea that was there. I never come down this hallway.”
I didn’t wrap my arms around him; rather I drew them in tightly to my sides, my fists balled up clutching his shirt. I hadn’t noticed how cold I was until I was snuggling against him, basking in his body heat. Maybe I should have been embarrassed, but at that moment, all I could focus on was his calm warmth. He could have been anyone, I just needed to be held.
“It’s okay, Cady,” he whispered. “You stay here. I’ll go get the janitor to take it all away.”
As soon as he drew away, an irrational wave of anger rolled through me that even Bryan’s calming influence couldn’t touch.
“How could they? Don’t they realize she was my sister? That my locker is right there, too? It’s bad enough I have to live down the hall from her empty bedroom. Do they expect me to step around that —that altar between every class?”
A small rational part of me knew I was being a bitch, that those students lost someone too, but my emotions were out of control with selfish need. I started pacing and Bryan just stepped back and watched.
Mr. Small, the computer arts teacher, poked his head in to see what all the shouting was about.
“Oh, Miss Day! Is everything all right?” He snatched a box of tissues from the window sill and held them out to me as if he didn’t want to come too close.
“It’s fine,” Bryan assured him, “She just wasn’t prepared to see that memorial at her sister’s locker.”
“Oh, well . . . I guess I can call the custodian and have it removed.”
“Forget it!” I said. “I’ll do it myself.”
Before they could stop me, I went out into the hallway and plucked a poem off of the metal. It was some sappy thing that struggled to rhyme. I ripped it and let the pieces float to my feet. I could feel the eyes of the crowd on my back, boring into my skull. A cold cloud of grief wafted around me. Without realizing it, my fingers started ripping the pictures and notes stuck to the locker with Scotch tape. My pinky ran along the edge of a Post-It which read “I’ll miss you,” slicing a tiny, painful cut in my skin. As I was shaking my hand, my foot knocked over the vase of flowers, spilling gunky water and soaking the largest of the teddy-bears.
Around me, kids stopped and stared, ignoring Mr. Small’s pleas for them to keep moving. Murmurs wrapped around me, “Whoa! Cady’s losing it.” “Think we should try to help?” “I miss Lony too, but what a drama queen!” Their anger blended with mine until I shivered and all I could see was red. I tore at a photo of Lony standing in her cheerleader uniform, her pom-poms in the air as she stood on the shoulders of her teammates. When it was shredded beyond recognition, I moved on to a group shot of Lony and Cane with a bunch of their friends piled on top of each other on a couch in some anonymous basement rec room. The confetti of Kodak paper fluttered to the floor like a ticker-tape parade.
Bryan placed a tentative hand on my shoulder. His touch poked a hole in my anger, letting it diffuse, slowly, until it was gone altogether. My fingers stopped frozen in mid-rip. I looked down at the mess around my feet. My jaw dropped and my wild eyes latched onto his in shame. Just as my knees gave out, Bryan caught me and lowered me to the floor in a heap of limbs. He pulled me onto his lap and turned my sobbing face into the crook of his neck to shield me from our nosey classmates staring and whispering excitedly. The disdain they felt for me was tangible. The bell rang for second period, and a few more teachers arrived to usher everyone along to their classes.
I couldn’t look at the mess. My body curled up and huddled into Bryan’s as if I could make myself small enough to disappear. He stroked my hair and rocked me gently.
A janitor in a denim uniform showed up with a push broom and a large, rubber garbage can. He waited off to the side quietly, unable to clear the mess away with us sitting in the middle of it.
Once the hall was mostly empty of students, Mr. Small crouched down and whispered something to Bryan.
I felt his head bob in a nod. “I’ll take her home now.” Bryan bent his mouth to my ear. “Let’s get you out of here.”
As Bryan helped me to my feet, I caught a pair of green eyes, blazing with molten hatred staring right at me, causing my body to jerk in shock. Cane Matthews stood across the hall. It was the first time I’d seen him since the funeral. His face appeared to have aged, gray smudges spread beneath his eyes and his jaw clenched tightly. He bent down and picked up a torn photograph of Lony that had been taken over the summer at cheerleading camp. His gaze softened slightly on the photo, but when he looked at me again, I felt a stab in my gut. The icy pain rolled off Cane so thickly the air felt like water, making my lungs heave for breath. I shivered uncontrollably.
Bryan relieved me of the broken backpack without a word, took my hand. “Ignore him. Come on.” He steered me toward the doors.
I felt Cane’s glare on my back the whole way down the hall and out the front doors.
 
Bryan offered to stay with me, but I made him go back to school. I spent the rest of the day in my pj’s huddled in bed with the covers over my head.
The doorbell rang around 3:00, but neither my mother nor I made a move to answer it. Just after dark, I woke from a nap to someone knocking on my bedroom door.
“Can I come in?” Aaron’s guff voice called from the hall outside.
I yanked the covers down from the tent I had made with my pillows to block out the harsh afternoon sunlight.
“Yeah,” I croaked. “Come in.”
Aaron stepped into the room and glanced around. It had been a long time since he had been in my bedroom. My brother and I have never been very close. He was only fourteen months older, but he’d always held himself apart from us. I’m not sure if that was because we were girls or because he felt excluded by our twin-ness.
He didn’t turn on the light, just wandered over and sat down by my feet.
“I heard what happened this morning.”
“I don’t know why I freaked out like that,” I groaned.
Aaron nodded in sympathy. In the light emanating from the hallway, I could see dark smudges under his lower lashes and hollowness in his cheeks. All at once I felt guilty for not being there more for him. I hadn’t given much thought to the fact that he also lost a sister. My hand snaked out from beneath my peppermint-colored comforter and squeezed his. After a moment, he squeezed back.
“I would have warned you about the locker if I’d known you were going to go to school this morning. I couldn’t look at it either.”
“I shouldn’t have flipped out like that. Lony had tons of friends. They have a right to mourn her the way they need to.”
Aaron just bobbed his head and mashed his lips together.
“How are you, Aaron? Do you want to talk about it?”
He let out a whoosh of air. “Oh, I don’t know, Cady. I imagine I’m feeling about like you are right now; sadness, anger —mostly at myself for not spending more time with her —with you both. And then this house . . . I’ve been kind of thinking about going to stay with Dad for a while.”
“Have you told Mom yet?”
“Are you kidding?” He said with a raised eye brow, the metal bar through it glinting in the low light. “She’s so doped up there’s no talking to her. I don’t think she’s taken a shower since the funeral. Besides, she probably wouldn’t even notice if I left.”
I didn’t know what to say. In the space of only a few weeks, our family as we knew it changed into something from a bad after-school special.
“I’d like to go see Dad tomorrow,” I said. “Think you want to come with me?”
“Sure,” he replied.
We lapsed into silence, nothing more to say. He clung to me with one hand and picked at the cuticle of his thumb with the other. Eventually, he stood up and shuffled toward the door.
Just before entering the hallway, Aaron turned back to me, his face framed in the backlight. “Think you want to try school again tomorrow?”
I shook my head. “I don’t think I’m ready yet.”
He nodded once in agreement. “Okay. I’ll pick you up when I’m done and we can go to Dad’s. Want the door closed?”
“Yeah.”
Aaron left, pulling the door shut behind him. I flopped back onto my mattress. My down pillow had grown flat over the two weeks of near constant use. I yanked it out from beneath me to fluff it up. The phone started ringing. I checked the caller ID before answering. It was Bryan.
“So . . .” he hedged, “I’ve been sitting here for an hour debating with myself over whether I should call or not. If you don’t want to talk, that’s cool, but I at least need to know you are not sitting in the dark listening to Leonard Cohen music and contemplating banishing yourself to a European boarding school.”
I grinned for the first time all day. It felt good.
“In the dark yes, but no Cohen.”
“And you’re not going to runaway to Switzerland, because right now, you are like the only friend I have here. Selfish, I know, but I am a teenager after all.”
“No Switzerland, I promise. It gets really cold there, and I don’t ski.”
We talked for a while about nothing. He never mentioned how my flip-out was talked about at school, but I’m sure even a boy with no friends would have heard the gossip bantered around. Before we hung up, I’d decided to work from home for the rest of the week and I’d start back to school fresh on Monday.



CHAPTER 10
 
THE NEXT MORNING, I woke early to the sound of tweeting cardinals. I peered through the binoculars and watched them flit from branch to branch around their nests. I kind of felt sorry for the females who appeared dull and brown compared to the royal red of their mates. I guess I knew what it was like to live in someone else’s glow. Emo, much?
I tossed the binoculars down on my window seat and stretched my arms up tall. I had to get out of the house. The sun was shining outside, and the constant throb of depression in my house was threatening to pull me under again. I showered, dressed and went out to the Honda Civic that I had shared with Lony. My Fallulah CD blared from the stereo, and I sung along off-key. I swung through a McDonald’s drive through for a yogurt parfait before heading out to Dubuque County Animal Sanctuary, located on the north edge of town.
Dr. Kristy Fineman’s face lit up when she saw me walk in the door. Bronwyn and I started volunteering at the shelter the summer after eighth grade. Last year, Dr. Kristy put us on the payroll. It was only ten hours a week at minimum wage, but I loved animals so much that I would’ve continued working for nothing.
“Cady!” The thin woman in a white doctor’s coat rounded the corner of the reception desk to draw me into a big hug. Dr. Kristy and her husband, Mark, were both at the funeral, but I hadn’t seen them since. “It’s so good to see you!”
“Don’t squish my breakfast,” I said snatching the paper bag out from between us. “Well, I think I can handle dogs better than my classmates today, so thought I’d come in for a few hours.”
Dr. Kristy drew back and checked me over thoughtfully as if I were one of her patients. Faint crow’s feet lined the corners of her eyes; giving the impression her face was a perpetual smile.
“Well, I know Murphy will be glad to see you.”
Murphy was a goofy Labrador with large floppy feet and one ear that stuck up in the air. Dr. Kristy’s brother owned him, but he traveled a lot for work, so he kennels Murphy here at the shelter frequently.
“I just want to eat my breakfast, and then I can take a group out for a walk.”
“No problem,” Dr. Kristy replied, patting my arm. “I have a few appointments this morning, and then Gina is going to assist me on a couple neuters. Sarah will be here soon to watch the desk.”
I carried my breakfast into the break room where I poured myself a cup of Columbian brew from the pot on the counter and ate. When I finished, I set out on my rounds of checking the cat cages. I filled food and water dishes, scooped the litter boxes and wiped down the interiors. The kitties wound themselves around my ankles rubbing their faces on my pant legs. I scratched each set of ears before depositing them back into their cages.
When I finished giving the cats some love, I walked out back to the dog kennels. A cacophony of excited barks and whines greeted my arrival. There were two long rows of high-fenced enclosures with metal roofs that rumbled like rocket engines when it rained. The shelter also had indoor kennels for overnights and two large paddocks where dogs could run and play in groups. I walked up and down the row greeting and petting the dogs I recognized and introducing myself to the new arrivals by letting them sniff my fist. Murphy spotted me approaching the enclosure where he lounged with a gray bulldog named Tank and Dr. Kristy’s terrier mutt called Lucy, who came to work with the doc every day. The happy lab leaped to his feet and stood on his hind legs, paws on the fence and tongue dangling happily from his mouth.
“Hey, Murph! How’s my boy?” I said as I unlocked the gate and entered the enclosure. The three dogs swarmed around my legs yipping and doing the puppy two-step for attention. I petted each of them in turn, before fastening their leashes and leading them out to the trails behind the shelter.
Dr. Kristy and Mark had inherited the three hundred acre farm a few years back from some relative. Uninterested in farming, they leveled the dilapidated farm buildings, constructed the shelter and clinic, and created walking trails which twisted through the woods and over-grown pasture land.
The three dogs and I strolled along the dirt path, the noise of the forest humming around us. Tank strained at his leash, wanting to chase squirrels, and then pouted when I wouldn’t let him loose. As we approached a rocky incline, I scooped up Lucy to carry her. It was then that I discovered something odd.
Running my hand along Lucy’s velvet belly, I felt a buzzing coldness radiating out from her compact body. It made my palm prick and tingle. Something tickled in the back of my mind, something bad.
I set the dog down. She stared up at me with her pointed nose. She didn’t appear different than she did any other day. Quickly wrapping Murphy’s and Tank’s leashes around the branches of a low bush, I knelt down next to Lucy. My fingers trailed the markings of her brindled fur. Just under the ribcage on her right side I felt the hum vibrating strongest. Cold floated up from the spot, so that even with my hand six inches above it, my fingers quivered. Some instinct inside me was telling me the dog was in pain, which made no sense at all. Lucy appeared completely normal. When I touched the cold spot on her side there was something distinctly foreign about whatever was inside of her. That thought nagged at the base of my skull, and I grew anxious.
Cupping Lucy’s muzzle, I stared deep into her golden-brown eyes. They were as clear and bright as any other day, but I was convinced something was gravely wrong. I scooped Lucy up in my arms, yanked the other two leashes free from the bush and rushed the pack back to the clinic.
My chest was huffing and sweat dampened my body by the time I made it to the yard. I’d run most of the way, only slowing enough to accommodate Tank’s short stride.
My fingers fumbled with the kennel keys, but the lock clicked open easily. I rushed Tank and Murphy inside, not stopping to remove the leashes from their collars. With Lucy still in my arms, I hurried to find Dr. Kristy.
The doctor had changed into her surgery scrubs and stood in her office going over charts with her assistant, Gina. Their faces shot up in surprise when I bounded into the room holding Lucy out toward them.
“What is it, Cady?” Dr. Kristy asked, her brow heightened in surprise. “Is something wrong?”
I nodded and set Lucy down on her desk. “Feel . . .her . . .” I huffed, trying to catch my breath. “Here.” I took the doctor’s cool hand and placed it on the vibrating spot on the dog’s chest. “Do you feel it?”
“Feel what?” she asked. Both doctor and dog stared at me like I was nuts.
“There’s something there. In her chest,” I insisted. “Right here!”
Dr. Kristy patted Lucy down, checking her bones, palpitating her organs. “I don’t feel anything.”
“That’s because it’s under the rib cage,” I explained. “On her lung.”
Dr. Kristy exchanged a glance with Gina, who stepped forward and began feeling around also.
“I don’t feel anything, either,” Gina confirmed.
“Please!” I insisted. “You have to believe me! Something’s in there and it’s bad!”
I started pacing in circles, trying to find a way for them to understand. The truth was I didn’t know myself how I knew Lucy had a lung problem —I just did. I was as sure of it as I was my own name.
“Cady, maybe you should sit down,” Dr. Kristy said in a calm, compassionate voice that agitated my fragile nerves.
“Don’t do that!” I pleaded. “Don’t patronize me! Don’t talk to me like I’m losing it. You know how much I love these animals, right? Do you think I would lie to you? Would I make up something that could be harmful to Lucy?”
Both the doctor and Gina shook their heads.
“Just take some x-rays and look. It doesn’t hurt to look.”
Dr. Kristy thought about it for a moment before replying, “Okay. I’ll take a look. Gina, can you help me check Lucy out?”
I knew she was only doing it to humor me, to appease the grieving girl, but I didn’t care. I knew deep down in my gut that there was something in Lucy that shouldn’t be there.
The doctor picked the jolly terrier up off the desk. “Cady, you can go back to work. I’ll come get you as soon as I finish with Lucy.”
I reluctantly returned to the kennel to remove the leashes from Tank and Murphy. In the few minutes that I’d been gone, Tank had managed to drag his through his water bowl, soaking it.
“It’s okay, boys,” I whispered, patting them both on their sides. “Lucy’s going to be okay. Dr. Kristy’s on the case.”
I tried to busy myself filling water dishes and sweeping out kennels, but my heart wasn’t in it. I wanted to know what was wrong with Lucy. My head snapped up when the clinic door opened. Gina was waving at me.
“Come ‘ere,” she called before turning back inside. I dropped the broom to the ground and rushed in to find her and the doctor examining black and white scans against a backlight on the wall.
Dr. Kristy’s lips were tight, and a deep line formed between her pencil-thin brows. She cast me an odd glance at my entrance.
“Cady, come look at this,” she said, pointing to the picture with the end of a pen.
I stepped forward to see the skeletal outline of Lucy’s torso. The white ribs curved gracefully, protecting the precious cargo within. Even with my un-trained eyes, the white blurry mass in the lower-right lung was obvious. Dr. Kristy’s head shook from side to side as if she were having an internal debate and losing.
“What is it?” I asked.
“Some kind of tumor,” she answered. Her voice was distracted. After a silent moment, she turned and looked at me with puzzlement. “How did you know Lucy had a tumor on her lung? I didn’t notice any symptoms.”
My cheeks reddened, and I stared at her blankly. “I don’t know. I guess I just . . .felt it.”
“How did you feel it? The mass is beneath the ribs. It’s not detectible from her exterior.”
My mouth dropped open dumbly. How could I tell her about the buzzing, about the coldness and the vibrations that apparently only I could feel?
“Gina, can you give us a moment?” the doctor asked, then gestured for me to sit.
Once we were alone, Dr. Kristy slipped her glasses off and gave me that serious expression that adults give when they are trying to get you to level with them.
“I’m just trying to get a better understanding, because without your detection, Lucy might be in serious jeopardy. She still might be, but because of you, at least I know to go in and remove the mass. Cady, can you tell me what exactly you felt?”
Dr. Kristy was the adult I trusted most, even more than my parents sometimes.
“I’m not trying to be difficult, honest. It’s just hard for me to describe.”
“Can you try?”
I nodded and began to tell her exactly what happened from the time I set off down the trail with the dogs to when I realized something was wrong with Lucy.
“It was like this cold glow that vibrated off of the spot. The feeling would get stronger, more concentrated, the closer my hand got to the bottom of her right lung. Then, some —instinct, maybe? —told me that there was something in her that shouldn’t be there. I just knew.”
The doctor gazed at me thoughtfully, her head bobbing slowly as she took in my words.
“Has this ever happened before?” she asked.
I shook my head. “No. Never. It was weird.”
She sighed. “Well, I need to go help Gina prep for surgery. We have to wait until tomorrow for Lucy, since she’s eaten today. I don’t know how you did it, but thank you.”
Dr. Kristy gathered her things and left the office. I sat there chewing my thumb nail down to the quick.



CHAPTER 11
 
AFTER LEAVING THE shelter, I called my dad to see if Aaron and I could stop by, but there was some sort of crisis on one of his job sites that would keep him working until well into the night. I could tell he felt bad putting me off. We hadn’t spent much time together since the funeral. I suspected he was using work as a distraction from dwelling on his loss. I guess we all cope in our own way. I sent Aaron a text to cancel our plans.
At home, my brother and his friend, Trent, were hanging out in the kitchen waiting for a frozen pizza to heat up in the toaster oven. Aaron sat on top of the counter tossing an oven mitt from hand to hand. They were laughing, a noise which sounded out of place in the House of Gloom.
“Hey,” Trent grunted at me when I entered through the back door.
“Hey.” I was still keyed up from the Lucy situation and wasn’t in the mood to socialize.
So, Aaron was going on with his life. He had the right idea. We would all miss Lony, but tears couldn’t bring her back. Sleeping fifteen hours a day only put off the inevitable. We all had to move on. Faint gray shadows were still visible beneath my brother’s blue eyes and his smile still held a fake, plastic-like quality, but it was a smile nonetheless. He was trying.
Up in my bedroom, I decided I would try, too. I put the morning’s events out of my mind and went to work catching up on my studies. If I was going to go back to school Monday, I needed to work hard to catch up to the rest of my class. Good thing it was still so early in the school year. I hadn’t missed too many important tests or project deadlines.
I was in the middle of typing a writing assignment when my cell phone rang. I rubbed my eyes, strained from staring at a computer screen in the fading evening light. I flipped on my desk lamp and checked the caller ID. Bronwyn.
“So my parents wanted me to ask you . . .” she said, her tone dripping with reluctance, “The topic for Youth Group this week is Placing Your Sorrow on Jesus, like about dealing with grief when you lose a loved one, and they want me to invite you to come. There will be a guest speaker from Grace Christian who’ll be talking about the loss of his daughter from cancer and then a group discussion.”
“I don’t know, Bron,” I sighed and tried my best to be polite. “You know how I am about the religious stuff. And I’m not sure I want to work on my grief issues in a room with a bunch of kids I don’t know.”
“Oh, you are already going to a support group meeting up at the hospital? Too bad they meet on the same night.”
Ah, I get it. One or both of her parents were standing over her making her call me. This kind of thing happened a couple of times a year, usually to invite me to a Youth Group social function or to a church service they thought might be of particular interest to me. Her parents felt it was the duty of all true Christians to “shepherd non-believers into the loving arms of the Lord” or some crap like that. As if for every person you converted you got bonus points on God’s Great Scoreboard. I don’t know, maybe they would win some prize when they got to heaven like a golden harp or a cloud with a view of the Grand Canyon. Being such a good friend, I decided to mess with her.
“Sure, Bron, I’d love to attend! I’ll wear my leather teddy and carry a riding crop. Think a studded dog collar would be too much?”
There was a slight pause before she replied, “It’s okay if you break down and cry. That’s what support groups are for. I’m sure no one will fault you for getting snot all over your sleeve.” I heard a murmured hiss in the background telling her to be more sensitive. I laughed.
“They say emotional trauma can cause teens to act out in inappropriate ways, but I would have given the football team blow jobs anyway. After all, they did beat Davenport last week.”
Bronwyn made a choking sound like she swallowed a laugh and quickly covered it with a fake cough. “Well, okay, Cady, I’ll talk to you tomorrow then. Bye.”
I hung up the phone, my grin fading. I missed my best friend. The few times I saw her since the accident, her discomfort had been obvious. Bronwyn was great listener, but not so great at knowing what to say in awkward situations. I guess talking to me qualified as awkward now.
I opened a new window on my screen, and signed into Facebook. I’d been avoiding social media since the accident because I didn’t really want to read the outpouring of sympathy from my classmates on my Facebook wall. It’s not that I didn’t appreciate the thoughts, I just couldn’t deal with it all yet. A couple of days after the accident I posted a short thank you, and hadn’t looked at it since. I wondered what the protocol was for deleting Lony’s page. I could probably do it myself. She had never been very creative with passwords, and I’m sure I’d be able to hack it inside of five minutes, but was that right? Maybe Facebook has some sort of death cancellation policy where my parents could call them to delete the account.
Once Facebook loaded, I clicked over to Bronwyn’s wall and left a message for her to meet me after she got off school tomorrow. It was time for me to start getting out of the house more.
That night as I was changing into my pj’s for bed, Bryan phoned. Three nights in a row? He asked me about my day, and without planning to, I began telling him the story of Lucy and the mass in her lung.
“Are you sure you didn’t feel a lump or something? Maybe something small enough that the doctor didn’t notice?”
“I’m sure,” I insisted. “It wasn’t a lump at all. It was a vibration. And cold. You know, way cooler than the other skin around it. I thought I could hear it, too, but now I’m not so sure that part wasn’t my imagination.”
“Hmmm . . .” he pondered. “Maybe the mass inside the dog isn’t a tumor at all, but an object. It might be radiating something, or you might have felt a magnetic pull. Were you wearing any metallic jewelry on your hands?”
“No. I didn’t have jewelry on at all. Not even earrings.”
“And the vet is going to let you know what she finds?”
“Yeah. Dr. Kristy promised to call right after the surgery. I thought about going out there, but I have my appointment in the afternoon.”
“Ah, the therapist . . . You sure you don’t need a ride?”
“I’m sure,” I said with a smile. “Bryan, you don’t have to be so nice to me just because my sister died. I mean, I appreciate your help and concern. You’re about the only person I can really talk to right now, but I don’t want you to go out of your way because you think you have to take care of me.”
“Do you really think I’m just being nice to you because your sister died?”
The way he said it made me feel badly for even bringing it up. “I guess not. But . . .well . . .why are you being so nice to me? There are a lot of other kids in the school that you could be friends with who would be much better company than I am right now.”
“I don’t want other company. I want your company.”
My breath caught in my chest and my brain froze for a comeback.
“I’ll have my cell with me all day tomorrow,” he continued. “If you want to get a hold of me during school, just text, all right? I’ll talk to you soon. Sweet dreams.”
I held the phone to my chest long after the line disconnected.



CHAPTER 12
 
BY THE TIME Dr. Kristy phoned at noon the next day, I’d caught my school work up in three subjects and was feeling pretty good. Hearing the doctor’s voice —a mixture of intelligence and bedside kindness, which she used even when having the most mundane of conversations —brought back my concern for the little dog.
“How is she? How’s Lucy?” I asked, my voice cracking a bit.
“Lucy’s going to be just fine. She’s still groggy from the anesthesia, and she’ll have to wear an e-collar on her neck for the next couple of weeks, but she should be up and running around in no time.”
“What was it?”
“Well, there was a mass on her right lung. I was able to remove it completely. I’ll have to wait for the pathology to be completed before we’ll know if it was malignant or benign, but I have high hopes. Lucy is only three years old, so even if it’s cancer and we have to do chemo, she has a very good chance at a normal life.”
A bit of the weight resting on my shoulders lifted.
“Cady,” Dr. Kristy’s tone turned hesitant, “I still would like to know how you were able to feel the tumor. Mark and I are going to do some research on it. I hope you don’t mind.”
“Not at all. I’m curious too. Nothing like that has ever happened to me before.”
“Good. I’ll let you know what we come up with.”
After hanging up the phone, I showered and got ready for my appointment. What did one wear to see a psychologist? Would the doctor form opinions about me based on my clothing choices? You know, some sort of fashion Rorschach test? I wished I knew what kind of clothes crazy people wore so I could avoid them. I decided to go as safe as possible —dark jeans, an olive-green sweater and my hair slicked back into a ponytail.
When I finished, I walked quietly down the hallway to my mother’s bedroom. If she wanted to go with me to my appointment, she’d have to start getting ready. I rapped at the door softly.
“Mom?” I called. There was no answer. “Mom, are you coming to my appointment with me?”
“Wha . . .?” she said groggily.
I opened the door and stepped inside. “Mom, if you want to come with me to the grief therapist —” I couldn’t finish my thought. Sadness dropped on me like an iron anvil falling on Wile E. Coyote in the old Looney Tunes cartoons. My palms went clammy and my pulse jumped. My heart broke in my chest all over again. I rubbed my eyes to keep the tears from spouting.
With great effort, my mother propped herself up on the edge of the bed. Her hair was a nest of tangles, greasy from lack of washing. On her night stand were several prescription bottles and an empty bottle of Gray Goose vodka. Not. Good. The room stunk of neglect and depression. What was it about this room that sent me into an emotional spiral? I’d felt fine two minutes ago. Now, I couldn’t get my hands to stop shaking.
“Cady, hun, can you run a bath for me?” my mom asked. She was bent at the waist with her elbows propped on her knees. She rubbed her eyes with her fists so hard I worried for her corneas.
Steeling my shoulders, I pushed through the gloom. I didn’t have time today for a breakdown. Forcing one reluctant foot in front of the other, I made my way to the bathroom. I plugged the tub and turned on the hot water, dumping a heaping dose of bubble bath into the swirling water, sending the scent of cucumber and melon swirling around the room with the steam.
I sat down on the closed toilet lid. The gloom was less intense in here, but no less depressing. Dirty pajamas and underwear were balled up in a heap behind the door. The towels were soiled and spots of water dotted on the mirror. These things just didn’t happen in my mother’s house.
Crossing over to the linen closet, I found a set of fresh towels and replaced the ones on the rack. I then scooped up the dirty laundry and piled it in the hamper, squishing it all in to fit. When we were expecting company or planning for an occasion, my mother occasionally would hire a maid to come in to clean. She received a discount because she referred the maid service to her clients for their open houses. I made a mental note to look up the woman’s name in Mom’s planner and have her come in, at least until Mom was back to functioning like a normal adult.
I blew my nose on a wad of toilet paper and took a couple of deep breaths.
“Mom,” I said, leaving the bathroom. “I’ll make some sandwiches for lunch. You should eat something. You look like you’ve lost twenty pounds.”
She stood in front of her dresser, fingering a pair of socks like she couldn’t figure out what they were for.
“Do you need any help?” I offered.
She looked up at me as if seeing me for the first time. Lately, that was how she always looked at me. “Oh . . . no. I’ll be down soon.”
“Don’t forget the bath water. It’s still running, and you don’t want it to overflow.”
She nodded, selected a pair of socks and closed the drawer.
By the time I reached the kitchen, my sadness had begun to abate. Maybe it was just the horror of my mother’s depression that was triggering it. She was supposed to be seeing a therapist as well. She’d gone to two appointments so far, one while I was still in the hospital. Obviously, it wasn’t working.
I slapped together a couple of double-decker PB&J’s and set them on the table with an open bag of potato chips. I was almost done eating by the time Mom stumbled down the steps dressed semi-normally in wrinkled slacks and a sweater which fit her fine a few weeks ago, but hung on her now. Her breasts had shrunk so much, they were practically invisible under the fabric.
Just being in her presence filled my mind with grief. The strange thing was I’d thought I was getting better . . .or at least making some progress. I no longer slept all day, I was dressing in regular clothes rather than lounging in pajamas, I even went for stretches of time without thinking about Lony, not that she was ever very far from my thoughts. But seeing Mom set something off in me, triggering the sorrow to bubble back up.
I got up to wash the dishes so I didn’t have to watch her nibbling at her sandwich with squirrel bites. We didn’t talk.
I ended up driving us to the appointment in her BMW. She never mentioned that she was too impaired by pills to drive. She simply handed me the keys and climbed in the passenger side without a word.
We pulled into the parking lot of a new office building on the west side of town. My father’s company had constructed the building only a year before. As with many of the buildings and homes he’d built, I couldn’t look at it without pride catching in my throat.
Speaking of my dad . . .across the parking lot, he leaned against his work truck, talking to someone through his bluetooth. I didn’t know he was coming, but the pleasure at seeing him improved my melancholy. Mom didn’t have quite the same reaction.
“Julia,” my father greeted with a bob of the head. He’d been calling the house every night to check in with Aaron and me, but Mom refused to speak to him.
With her lips pursed tightly, Mom wound her arm around my shoulders possessively and said, “Tim. We didn’t expect to see you here. Do you have an appointment also?”
“Well, no, Julia, I’m here to support our daughter.”
I hated this tension. It was so thick I was suffocating.
“Let’s just go inside,” I suggested, stalking off and not caring if they followed or not. I was so sick of the fighting. You’d think they could be a little kinder to each other in light of their daughter’s death, but instead, the accident seemed to sever any lingering ties there might have been between them.
We entered the waiting room. Mom notified the receptionist we were here, then settled into a chair and roughly flipped through the pages of an outdated issue of Glamour.
Dad blew out a long breath of air and took the seat opposite her. He glanced at the magazines on the coffee table, but didn’t see anything of interest. I gave him a weak smile which he returned just as weakly.
“Arcadia Day?” a woman called from the doorway leading back to the doctor’s offices. All three of us stood and followed her down the hall where she invited us to sit on a couch in a comfortable looking office with purple walls and a stack of toys on the floor in the corner.
“It’s nice to meet you, Arcadia. I’m Dr. Carrick, but you may call me Elaine. I like to keep things informal in this room. I find it helps us to get to know each other.”
Elaine had one of those unfortunate faces with a weak chin overshadowed by a large overbite. Her nose pointed long and straight like a beak. Her eyes were soft and gentle though, the kind that might belong to a priest or grandmother in some movie where things were stereotypical and perfect.
“It’s Cady,” I said. “Arcadia is also too formal.”
Elaine smiled and talked to my parents for a few minutes about what the goals were for my treatment and what they wanted me to get out of it. When that was done, she excused them to wait for me back in the other room.
The soft click of the door closing behind them brought back my nervousness. Sitting in a room with a shrink makes a person self-conscious. I stopped picking at my cuticles and folded my hands in my lap.
“So, Cady,” she began. “Why don’t you tell me about how you’ve been since your sister’s death. I understand you were in the hospital also.”
Elaine was very easy to talk to, but I wasn’t sure how much I trusted her. I started telling her about how each person in the family was dealing, omitting the part about my mother’s drug stupors. I told her about my attempt to go back to school, but glossed over the details as to why I felt I had to leave after one class. Before I knew it, the hour passed, and I left with an appointment for the next week.
As we were leaving, Dad asked if I wanted to have a late lunch with him. I knew I shouldn’t let my mom drive herself home, and besides, I had plans to meet with Bronwyn. The glint in his eyes dimmed when I asked for a rain check, making me feel both guilty and sad at the same time. He gave me a tight hug before climbing into his truck and driving away.
Mother was quiet in the car on the way home. Elaine had stressed during our session the importance of maintaining an open dialog with people to prevent feeling alone in my grief. I figured that was Mom’s problem. She hadn’t been dialoging with anyone except Prince Valium. Since I had her captive, I decided to confront her.
“Mom, I’m worried about you.”
I felt her stiffen in the seat beside me, but she didn’t say anything in response.
“I was thinking that until you’re feeling better, maybe we could have that maid come in a couple times a week. I know how an ordered house always makes you happy.”
Mom stared out the window a long moment before answering.
“Happy,” she whispered as if it were a new vocabulary word that she was trying out on her tongue for the first time.
“Well?” I asked.
She sighed, “I guess.”
Silence again.
“So,” I said, grasping for something to say that might draw her out of her shell. “Aaron went back to school this week, and I’m going to go back on Monday. I’m almost caught up on the assignments that I missed.”
Saying nothing, Mom pulled her sunglasses out of her Coach bag and shoved them on her face —the universal sign that a person does not wish to converse. Whatever. I focused back on the road.
“Swing in there, will you?” She gestured suddenly toward the Hy-Vee grocery store.
I braked hard in order to make the quick turn. The car was barely in park before Mom snapped open her seatbelt and flung the door open, narrowly missing hitting the side mirror on the Jeep parked beside us.
“Wait,” I said, flipping the ignition off. “I’ll go with you.”
“Stay here,” Mom snapped, closing the door hard behind her.
I watched her walk across the lot to the door, her gait slightly off. A few minutes later, she returned with a brown sack. The bag clinked as Mom slipped into the passenger seat and set it between her feet on the floor. I leaned over to peer into the top and saw at least four large bottles of alcohol and a small bag from the store’s pharmacy.
“Let’s go,” Mom said, clicking her belt back into place.
I started the car and drove home, gritting my teeth the whole way.
The last thing my mother needed was more drugs and alcohol. Even if her doctor didn’t know she was mixing, what kind of doctor prescribed that much medication to a woman who had nothing physically wrong with her? I mean, yes, her daughter died. It sucked. But it’s not like if she slept long enough the sadness would magically disappear. My grip tightened on the steering wheel.
As we rounded past the high school, a thought occurred to me. Was it possible Mom was using more than one doctor to prescribe all of these drugs? There had to have been four orange pill bottles on her night stand this morning and a few more on the bathroom counter. As far as I knew, she hadn’t been on any medication prior to the accident. That was a lot of bottles to accumulate in only a couple weeks.
Multiple doctors required the use of multiple pharmacies, right? Otherwise, the pharmacist would notice a person was being over-prescribed. I thought about this a moment. When I’d had bronchitis last year, Mom filled my antibiotics at the drug store next to the hospital. I’m pretty sure that was where she sent Lony to get her birth control pills too. I remember because she and Lony had gotten into an epic argument in the pharmacy parking lot while I sat captive in the backseat. Lony kept complaining that she didn’t want to take pills that would make her fat when she and Cane weren’t even having sex, but Mom had insisted on taking precautions. Yes, it was definitely the other store, not the one in Hy-Vee.
My skin paled as I began to realize my mother’s problem was bigger than I’d thought.



CHAPTER 13
 
I KNEW I should tell Aaron and my dad about my suspicions of Mom’s drug use, but that would have to wait.
Shortly after arriving home, Bronwyn picked me up in her mother’s minivan and we headed to Culver’s. We were both completely in love with their mashed potatoes. She also ordered a burger, and I a grilled cheese sandwich. We slid into the corner booth where she began filling me in on school.
“I should probably warn you,” Bronwyn said, stirring her gravy into her potatoes. “The cheerleaders want to put together some kind of tribute to Lony during the half-time show of the Homecoming football game.
“I don’t care. It’s not like I’m going to go to the game. Oh, crap! I can’t believe I flipped out over a stupid locker memorial. Everyone must think I’m insane,” I moaned, leaning my head on my hands.
“It’s okay, Cady. No one blames you for it. Honestly, they stopped talking about it already. You’ve been replaced in the gossip chain…Sarah Conlin got knocked up by Chad Buss.”
“For real?” I exclaimed. Sarah Conlin was the most popular girl in the sophomore class and the mayor’s daughter. Chad Buss was a goofy looking senior with only a double-digit IQ.
“Yeah, they’re neighbors, and I guess they’ve been fooling around in secret for a while. Now that she can’t hide the evidence, Chad’s been bragging about it all over the school.”
“God, I can’t imagine being pregnant at fifteen! I sort of feel sorry for her, but seriously, who doesn’t know about condoms these days?”
“My parents probably think I don’t,” she said with a chuckle.
I grinned.
“So…how are you feeling?” Bronwyn asked.
I held a spoon heaping with potatoes and gravy in front of me, turned it over and watch the contents plop back into the cardboard container.
“I don’t know. I mean, sometimes it seems to be getting a little easier, but then something will remind me of Lony and it all comes back. My mother is a completely different person. I can’t be near her without getting completely bummed out.”
She nodded and sipped from her Dr. Pepper.
“I’ve been trying to get out of the house a little more. Actually…there’s this new kid at school…Bryan Sullivan? I met him right before Lony died. Anyway, he’s sort of been helping me a lot.”
My friend’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “What do you mean by helping?”
I filled her in about Bryan’s brother passing away and how he’d started calling me. I even told her about him being there for me the morning I tried to come back to school.
“So, do you like him? I mean, like a boyfriend?”
I blushed deeply and played in the mashed potatoes with my spoon. “I don’t know. He’s really a good guy. Cute. Seems smart. Plays guitar which is totally cool. But, I don’t know, it’s just not a good time for me right now to think about boys like that.”
She agreed. “I bet it’s nice to have someone to talk to who’s been through it.”
“Yeah… Oh, hey! You didn’t work at the shelter yesterday did you?”
“No. I’m not scheduled until Saturday morning. Why?”
I told her about finding the tumor in Lucy’s chest. I figured she’d hear about it from Gina or someone eventually.
“Weird,” she said, with a hint of skepticism creeping into her voice. “There has to be an explanation for it.”
“I know, but I don’t know what it could be. Maybe Dr. Kristy will figure something out.”
We finished our food and dumped the garbage in the trash can. We had time to kill before she had to go to church, so we stopped by the music store in the mall. As I was thumbing through the rack of t-shirts, I found one with two cartoon guys paddling a canoe down a river. The caption above the first guy’s head read, “Paddle faster. I hear banjos.” I bought one for Bryan, getting the guy behind the counter to help me guess the right size.
After leaving the store, I began to worry that Bryan would find my buying him a gift weird. I almost turned back to return it, but I decided to hold on to it and give it to him only if the right time came. If I chickened out, I could always give it to Aaron for Christmas.
Bronwyn dropped me on the curb outside my house. The evening air took on an autumn chill as night descended. My house was dark and foreboding. I checked the time on my cell phone. Only 6:20. The thought of spending the long evening in the House of Horrors made my stomach sick. I mentally ticked through my options then flicked out my cell phone to call my dad.
“Hi, honey,” Dad greeted when he picked up. “What’s up?”
“Um…I was wondering if I could come by and see your place.”
“Sure! Come on over. Want me to order some Chinese for us?”
I wasn’t that hungry since I’d eaten at Culvers only a couple hours earlier, but Dad sounded so happy by my visit, I told him to order me a couple veggie eggrolls.
When I hung up, I went straight to my car parked across the street, without stopping in the house first.
 
I parked behind my father’s truck in front of the brick eight-plex apartment building. My parents own a few different rental properties around town. Mom would find deals on investment property and Dad would fix the places up, so they could sell them for a profit. When the real estate market tanked a couple of years ago, they decided to hold onto the places they owned and rent them out, rather than take a loss on the sales. They purchased this particular building the summer after I finished eighth grade. My dad paid us kids to paint all eight apartments and hallways. I didn’t get that smell off of my hands all summer.
I rang the bell, and Dad buzzed me in.
“I’ll get you a key made next time I go to Menards,” Dad said as he opened the door for me.
I stepped inside and glanced around. “Still living in boxes?”
Cardboard U-Haul boxes stood stacked like skyscrapers around the apartment creating a skyline effect in the living room. The only thing that appeared to be put away was his extensive DVD collection which consisted of every John Wayne, Clint Eastwood and Al Pacino movie ever made.
Dad grinned guiltily, running his hand through his thinning hair. “Guess I just haven’t had time to deal with unpacking yet.”
I shrugged off my jean jacket and hung it on the back of a kitchen chair. I recognized the oak dining set from my Grandma Nora’s house before she moved to Arizona a few years ago. When she left Iowa for a tiny condo in Scottsdale, she’d put most of the furniture from her large family-sized home into storage.
“Food will be here any minute,” Dad said. “Have a seat.”
I followed him over to the couch where I snuggled in and put my feet up. The comfortable sectional was also a relic from my Grandma’s home. It was strange to think that my dad lived here in this place. It was all just . . .too bare. All of the walls were off-white and the carpets beige. Hotel rooms have more personality than this place.
“So…” I said, feeling rather awkward and knowing he did, too, “maybe after we eat, we could get to work on fixing this place up.”
Dad nodded. “I was thinking, you know, if you want, we could fix up one of the bedrooms for you. It would probably have to be the small one, because Aaron may be moving in and if he does, he’ll want the bigger room. You know, living here full time.”
I nodded. “Aaron told me he wanted to move with you. Has he talked to Mom about it yet?”
Dad shook his head, “Don’t think so.” After a pause he added, “How is Mom anyway? She looked pretty rough today.” This trial separation was something they both wanted, but the tone of his voice made it clear he was still genuinely concerned about her.
I debated about what to say. If I told him the truth, that Mom was turning into a junkie hermit, would that be disloyal to her? But what if protecting her was actually a bad thing? I decided to just be honest.
“She almost never leaves her room, Dad. She drinks alcohol and takes pills and sleeps like fifteen hours a day.” I didn’t mention my suspicion about her using multiple doctors. I didn’t want to accuse her without concrete proof. I’d wait until I had a chance to take a look at those pill bottles. The prescribing doctor’s name should be on them.
Dad drew in a sharp breath, but he didn’t really look all that surprised. “Yeah, Aaron mentioned she was taking things pretty hard. Maybe —”
His thought was cut off by the tinny ringing of the doorbell. The food arrived. Dad took care of paying the delivery boy and brought the bag with him into the living room. I grabbed us two cans of soda from the fridge while he divided out the white take-out boxes between us.
I opened mine and let the steam escape from my egg rolls. Dad ripped into a package of chop sticks and began attacking his shrimp with lobster sauce. I picked up one of the crispy rolls and took a bite.
“Aw, man,” I cried as I dropped my egg roll back into the box and scrambled for the can of soda. My tongue juggled the chunk of egg roll around my mouth, trying to keep it from burning my tongue into a melted lump of flesh. The cold Pepsi washed through my mouth like heaven.
“Careful there,” Dad warned too late.
I set the food carton down on the end table. “I’ll just give that a minute.”
Something was off in the room, but I couldn’t put my finger on what it was. The temperature seemed normal, but cool breezes kept brushing my skin. The ceiling fan above me was off and none of the windows were open. Something else about the room was making me uneasy, worried. I pulled my sleeves down over my hands and crossed my arms in front of my middle.
“So,” Dad said, concern clouding his expression, “about your mother . . .I know you’re worried about her. I am too. Just because things aren’t working out so well with us right now, doesn’t mean that I don’t love her. What I’m trying to say here is that if you want me to —I don’t know —take some action, I will.”
My eyes narrowed, not sure whether I liked the sound of that. “What do you mean?” I asked.
“Well,” he said, setting his dinner down. “To be honest, my instincts are to give her some time and let her ride this out. Losing Lony…well, it’s been hell for all of us. I’m doing the best I can here, and I’m sure your mother is to, but if you think you might be in any…I don’t know…danger or something…”
“She’s not dangerous to anyone but herself, Dad.”
He nodded. He let out a relieved sigh, and with it, a breeze, slightly warmer than the room, touched my face.
“But I am worried about her,” I continued. “She’s mixing booze with those pills. That can’t be good. She stays in her pajamas all day and ignores the calls on her cell phone.”
Dad’s relief was short lived. He reached his hand up to rub the back of his neck. The coolness to the breeze was back.
“Do you feel that? That breeze? Where is it coming from?”
Dad held his hand up to check the air. “I don’t feel any breeze.” He shook his head and continued, “Well, I don’t think I can help your mother right now. She won’t even talk to me. Nora can’t do much to help in Scottsdale. Think I should go have a talk with her therapist?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. What about Aunt Tina? I know she’s your sister, but she and Mom have always been close.”
Dad nodded, contemplating that option. “We could try it. I’ll give Tina a call tomorrow. Just to be safe, I’ll call her doctor, too. He needs to know that she’s mixing her meds with alcohol.”
Part of me felt badly for telling on my mother. When I was a kid, I once got in trouble for telling a neighbor girl that Mom made Dad sleep on the couch after they had a particularly bad argument. Mom sat me down and lectured me on what happens in our house is no one else’s business, and I was not to tell tales about my parents to the neighbors. I had to wonder if this rule now applied to my father now that he no longer lived with us. I picked up my egg roll, now sufficiently cooled off, and began nibbling away.



CHAPTER 14
 
BY SUNDAY MORNING, I’d gotten almost all of my homework caught up. Late in the afternoon, Bryan called to see if I wanted to do something. He picked me up in his car and we drove down to the river. Following alongside the Mississippi is a flood wall with a path on top where people can ride their bikes or walk. The tree leaves on the Wisconsin side of the river were just beginning to turn color. Bryan bought us ice cream cones at a stand, butter pecan for him and cookie dough for me. We ate them while we strolled along the path.
“You’re not scared to go back to school tomorrow, are you?”
I shook my head. “No, not really. It can’t be any more of a disaster than Tuesday.”
“School was hard on me after Jesse died, but I got through it, and so will you.”
Ever since he told me about his brother and that he had the same disease, I’d been waiting for an opportunity to ask him some questions. “Bryan, can I ask you something? It’s kind of personal, so if you don’t want to talk about it, that’s cool.”
“Go ahead. Ask.” He picked a stone up off of the cement and tossed it out into the river where it sunk with a splash.
“Well, I’ve been thinking about what you told me…that you have that blood disease, too. Are you like…worried or anything? Like what if it was you?”
“Yeah, I guess so,” he answered, then paused to lick the dripping ice cream off the side of his cone. “I mean, I’ve thought about it my whole life. My mother was insanely over-protective of both of us, especially when we were little. She actually homeschooled us until seventh grade because she was afraid we’d get hurt at recess or play too roughly with the other kids. Sometimes, it was hard to forget we were different.”
“Wow. So she finally let you go to regular school?”
“Jesse used to beg our parents to let him go to school with the other kids. When he was fourteen and I was twelve, they finally caved, but we weren’t allowed to take gym class or do sports.”
“Wish I could get out of gym class,” I muttered.
He grinned. “I may not have had to go to gym, but gym teachers have always found other ways to torture me, like writing essays on basketball theory or the history of physical education. Did you know the Victorians used to think allowing women to play sports was inhumane due to their delicate constitutions?”
“I think it’s inhumane to make us all change clothes in the same room.”
Bryan chuckled. “So, to answer your question about whether I worry about death, the answer is yes…and no. I’ve lived with the possibility of death for as long as I can remember. I guess I’m sort of used to it. I try to remember that with treatment and a lot of caution, I could live a fairly normal life. But I’d be lying if I said there weren’t times —especially after Jesse died —where I didn’t feel the weight of it, you know?”
Not knowing what else to say, the best I could come up with was, “Um…I’m sorry. I mean, sorry that you have to live with this. So, like the disease…it is treatable, right?”
“Yeah. I take medication every day which has clotting factors in it. If a bleed happens, that’ll help, or at least buy time for me to get to the hospital.”
We sat down on a bench and watched a group of ducks bobbing along the shoreline. “Do you have bleeds very often?”
He shrugged. “Well, as much as my mother would like to completely encase me in Nerf, it’s impossible not to. Jesse and I were more careful with each other than most brothers, but we’d still fight. When I was six, he threw a Hot Wheels car at me and cut my forehead open. I was in the hospital for a week. I also had some joint bleeding when I hit my big growth spurt freshman year. Most people don’t realize that your joints are prone to bleeds. I guess growing seven inches in a year put stress on my knees, because they would ache and bruise up. Eventually, the pain went away, but the doctor says I might develop arthritis in them someday.”
“How old were you when you got this?”
“I was born with it, but didn’t start developing the symptoms for a few years. My mom was pregnant with me when Jesse was diagnosed. They knew I’d probably have it, too, so they banked my cord blood and had me tested right away.”
“How scary for your parents! It must suck to have this happen to both of your kids.”
“Yeah, I think my mom wanted more children, but they decided to stop after me. If she’d have had a girl, the baby would’ve been fine, but there’s no way to guarantee.”
I didn’t say anything, just wound a lock of my hair around and around my index finger. I loved the idea of having a ton of kids someday, and thinking about what Bryan’s mom must have gone through made me sad. We nibbled our cones in silence.
“Well, I guess we better go,” Bryan said. “I have a chemistry assignment to finish tonight.”
“Yeah, sure.” I popped the last bite into my mouth and wiped my fingers on a paper napkin before stuffing it into my pocket.
On the way home, I snuck a couple of glances at Bryan as he drove. We’d gotten pretty close in the time since Lony’s death. And those black glasses that he drove with did things to his dark eyes that made my insides squirm. It was probably wrong for me to choose this time to develop my first real crush. (I’m not counting the unrequited love I have for Orlando Bloom.) Was there an appropriate amount of time a person had to mourn before they were allowed to move forward with their life? My guilt felt like a lead helmet on my head…two sizes too small.
How would Lony have dealt with it if our situations were reversed? If I was the one who died, leaving her behind? She already had Cane, so it’s not like she would’ve stopped dating him just because of me. She also had a talent for selective thinking, not spending too much time on topics which depress her. Lony would have gone back to school last week when Aaron did. She probably would’ve roped her friends into putting together a memorial for me at the school, rather than ripping one down.
So, maybe I shouldn’t feel too badly about my feelings for Bryan. I couldn’t help the timing…heck, if it hadn’t been for Lony’s death, he probably would have never reached out to me.



CHAPTER 15
 
“YOU CAN DO this,” I whispered to myself. “It’s no big deal.”
I walked purposefully up the front steps of the high school, holding my worn —and newly mended —backpack like a shield. Ice water pumped through my veins, my body’s reaction to the dozens of eyes following me down the hall. I wasn’t being paranoid. The quick glances away when I looked up were proof enough.
The funny thing was I wasn’t nervous at all about going to school that morning. I was actually looking forward to getting back to a routine. But once I entered the crowd of students, my stomach tensed up into one big knot and my skin grew damp with cold sweat. In fact, it was the most curious case of nerves I’ve ever felt; a mixed up cornucopia of emotions…excitement, joy, anger, fear. The walls of the hallway seemed barely strong enough to contain it all.
As I rounded the corner, there was Bryan, leaning up against the wall by my first hour government class, his attention on the battered Dean Koontz novel in his hands. I slowed my gait, pleased to watch him without notice. My pulse quickened and almost made me forget about the rest of the crowd. The intense gaze of his dark brown eyes seemed as if it might set the book on fire. Absently, he teethed his lower lip, drawing my attention to its full redness. His thick hair stood up funny in the back and he’d neglected to fasten the bottom button on his shirt, but to me, he looked perfect.
Jeez, Cady. Stop being so sappy.
“Hey,” I said as I walked up beside him, trying my best to portray nonchalance.
Bryan startled at my voice, but then broke out into a big toothy grin. “Hey.”
A boy trying to get into his locker nudged me over so my arm brushed up against Bryan’s. Bryan could have stepped over, putting space between us, but he didn’t. I’m not sure what it was about being near him, but those crazy mixed-up emotions faded, giving way to a relaxing calm.
“Are you all set to give it another go?” he asked.
I nodded. “I’m ready. I think.”
“Good.”
There was a slight rosiness to his cheeks which brightened up his pale complexion. Not a blemish on him. I pretended to bite my thumb nail in order to hide the zit which had poked out on my chin during the night.
“Well, I better get inside,” I said, even though it was the last thing I wanted to do.
Bryan touched his hand to my shoulder for one brief moment and replied, “Yeah, I have to go, too. I just wanted to make sure you were all right. My phone’s on vibrate, so if you need anything, text me.” His hand patted the pocket where his cell phone snuggled against his heart.
As he strode away, I felt that strange tangle of emotions flood back. I clenched my jaw and entered the classroom just as the final bell rang.
I gave a hesitant smile to a few of those offering sympathetic looks as I walked to my seat. A feeling of deja vu came over me. Like the week before, my nerves felt like violin strings wound too tightly. I missed my name during roll call and the girl behind me had to poke me in the shoulder. My body temperature rose and I bit down on the end of my pen until my teeth left jagged marks.
Mr. Steele popped in a video on voting during the civil rights era and shut out the lights. I used the cover of darkness to get a hold of myself. Examining my emotions more closely, I realized that it wasn’t all nervousness I felt, but a whole tornado of feelings at once —some of which didn’t even make sense. There was frustration with my parents, anxiety over some big test which I wasn’t prepared for, the triumph of first love. None of these emotions felt like they belonged to me, yet there they were, taking up residence in my mind.
I squeezed my eyes shut. The air in the classroom was thick with invisible smoke which clawed at my throat. I wanted to jump out of my seat and leave, but I couldn’t risk another outburst like the previous week. Instead, I took some deep yoga breaths and tried to get a handle on myself.
When the video ended, Mr. Steele began asking questions to stimulate a discussion. I watched the final ten minutes tick off the clock and prayed he wouldn’t call on me. He didn’t. When the bell rang, I was out the door and halfway down the hall before most kids had a chance to gather up their books.
My next few classes were repeats of government. During third period gym, Coach Davis pulled me aside to talk about cross country. I hadn’t run in weeks, and honestly, I hadn’t given any thought to the meets I’d missed. Coach suggested that I withdraw for the rest of the season. I just nodded and wandered back to our dodgeball game. I knew I should be more upset about it. I loved running. But I couldn’t muster up the energy to care about things like after school sports.
By the time I entered the cafeteria and sought out my usual table with Bronwyn and Shawn, my belly was all knotted up and I was wiped out.
My friends looked at me strangely when I sat down.
“Not eating today?” Shawn asked.
I shook my head no. “Not hungry.”
Bronwyn’s eyes crinkled with concern. “How are you holding up?”
I gave a one-shoulder shrug. How could I explain the weird feelings I was having when I didn’t understand them myself? “Okay, I guess.”
Shawn popped open a can of Pepsi and sucked the foam off the top with a slurp.
“Are you feeling okay?” Bronwyn prodded with concern. “You look kind of pale.”
I waved my hand in the air like she was making a big deal out of nothing and plastered a fake grin on my lips which I hoped was passable. “I’m fine. Just feeling a bit out of the loop. Why don’t you fill me in on what’s been going on around here?”
Shawn took the hint before Bronwyn did and began to tell me about how he’d been cast as Sky Masterson in the fall musical, Guys and Dolls. I wasn’t surprised he’d gotten the lead. Shawn had a baritone singing voice that could cause the hair to rise on your arms, and he was a natural comedian on stage. I focused on his crazy story about something that had happened in rehearsal, and that quieted the flurry of emotions in my gut somewhat.
A throat cleared behind me and a light touch fell on my shoulder. I spun around to see Bryan holding his lunch tray. “Mind if I join you?” The uneasiness on his face looked as if he were expecting me to say no.
“Of course not.” I scooted over to make room for him on the bench beside me, but it was a tight fit between us and a group of sophomores sharing the long table.
Shawn jutted his hand out and introduced himself and Bronwyn. She flashed me a knowing look and a grin which caused heat to wash over my face.
“I’ve heard so much about you,” Bronwyn said. “Cady was telling me what a big help you have been for her these last couple of weeks.”
Bryan’s eyes lit up at the compliment, and I didn’t know whether or not to be embarrassed to have been caught talking about him. The denim of his black jeans rested lightly against my thigh, and it was all I could do not to press closer against him. The strange emotions rolling through me began to be replaced with a calm happiness.
“Bryan just moved here from Oregon,” I said, trying to make conversation. This led to a discussion on how lame Dubuque must be after living in a big city like Portland. To our surprise, Bryan claimed to like it here.
“Don’t get me wrong,” he explained. “Portland is great and there is always lots to do, but I’m starting to get used to being in a city where I can get from one end to the other in less than a half hour and without ending up in a traffic jam. Before moving here, I thought it was going to be all cows and country music.”
My friends and I groaned with the Iowa stereotype.
“But it’s not like that here at all.”
Shawn raised his right hand in oath, “I swear I have never milked a cow in my life.”
Bronwyn giggled. “That’s because you’re scared of them!”
“Hey,” he protested. “Those things are huge compared with a ten-year-old!”
“We went to a farm for a field trip in fourth grade, and Shawn literally squealed when a cow walked up behind him,” she explained.
“It had this evil look in its eye,” Shawn claimed. “I think it had mad cow disease or rabies or something.”
“Oh, the Mad Rabid Cow of Iowa!” I exclaimed laughing. “Stop talking about it, or you’ll scare Bryan away.” It had been so long since I really laughed, and it felt wonderful.
Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed someone looking in my direction. Cane Matthews stood a few tables over holding his tray of food in one hand and a bottle of Vitamin water in the other. His glare turned my blood to ice water, halting my giggles instantly.
Shawn followed my gaze. “What’s his problem?” he asked.
I shrugged and stared down at the table.
Bryan’s gaze narrowed in on Cane, and he leaned a little bit closer to me.
“It must be hard on him to see Cady,” Bronwyn answered. “She’s like a living reminder of Lony.”
“So? It’s not like she can help it,” Shawn stuck up for me.
I hadn’t really thought about how it must be for Cane to face me, the mirror image of his dead girlfriend. A shiver rolled down my spine. I wondered how he was holding up. Even though I always sort of thought of him as a meat-head, he always treated my sister well. He also had been the person standing closest to Lony when the train struck, which meant he’d had a front row view of the carnage, something I missed out on witnessing by passing out. Part of me wanted to go talk to him, to comfort him in some way, but I knew it would probably just make things worse.
After lunch, Bryan and I walked together to class.
“I like your friends,” he commented. “They’re cool.”
“Thanks.”
“So are Shawn and Bronwyn like…together?” he asked.
I couldn’t help but chuckle. “No. Shawn…well…let’s just say you’re more his type than we are.”
“Oh…I get it.”
I glanced over to see his expression. If Bryan turned out to be some sort of homophobe, I might have to give this friendship another thought.
He just winked at me. “Shawn’s cute and all, but I’m afraid my interests lean in another direction.”
I blushed and then scolded myself. He was not flirting with you! He was just letting you know he’s straight.
In lit class, the whirlwind of emotions crept up again, but Bryan’s presence behind me helped me to keep them at bay. Focusing my mind on him distracted me from the other feelings. I even raised my hand to answer for the first time all day. But when lit was over, and I went to French class, I felt like a ship lost at sea.
I struggled to concentrate. Along with the variety of emotions I’d been experiencing all day, there was something darker coming over me, a deep black cloud of depression, different from what I’d been feeling at home. The classroom was set up with the desks in a circle to promote conversation. I peered around at the other students to see if they felt anything amiss. Some seemed tired, a few bored, and one guy bobbed his head up and down slightly to the beat of the ear buds under the hood of his sweatshirt. Around me, the flowery language filled the air like the scent of perfume at a funeral.



CHAPTER 16
 
WHEN THE FINAL bell rang, signaling my release from school, I ran out the double-doors as fast as I could, my head spinning from the storm of emotions. The air was warm for late September, and my feet crunched the red and gold leaves under my feet. I didn’t want to go home. Not yet. After the day I had, the last thing I wanted to do was return to the House of Perpetual Mourning. Rather than turning down my street, my feet trekked on aimlessly.
What in the heck happened to me today? It was something more than just sadness over my sister and the uneasiness of returning to school. It was like I’d been put in a clothes dryer filled with all of the emotions of everyone in the school and forced to tumble around with them for seven hours. I was worn out.
I turned down the next street over from my house. There was a small park a couple of blocks down where Bronwyn and I sometimes liked to hang out on the swings. A broken piece of sidewalk chalk was left abandoned on the ground, and I kicked it hard with the toe of my Sketchers.
“Cady!” a voice called to me.
I looked up from my feet and saw the strange neighbor woman, the one whose backyard met mine, grinning at me from her front stoop. How did she know my name? I lifted my hand tentatively and waved.
“Will you come here a moment? I’d like to speak with you,” the woman said.
Oh, no. Was she planning on scolding me for spying on her with my binoculars? But she didn’t look angry. Her expression was open and friendly. With a deep breath, I trudged up the walk to her front door.
“I have some lavender tea on the stove. Come in.”
It’s not like I was afraid of strangers, but this one made me uneasy. As if reading my thoughts, she assured me, “It’s okay. I’m not some insane person who abducts children, I just want to talk to you about something.”
Not wanting to admit that I was thinking she might be an insane person bent on abducting me, I followed her inside.
“My name’s Jinx,” she said. “Make yourself comfortable, while I get the tea.”
Jinx disappeared into the kitchen.
The house was a Cape Cod, smaller than ours, and filled with…stuff. While I wouldn’t exactly call her a hoarder, she obviously had issues with clutter. Books and newspapers were stacked in careless towers on the coffee table. Candles in mismatched holders sat on every available flat surface, including on top of an ancient console television and in the windowsills. A shaggy lapdog looked up from a doggy bed perched on top of a table next to the front window. He gave me a half-hearted “Arf” before resting his chin back on his paws and nodding off. I scooted a wad of blankets over and sat down on a red, crushed velvet couch that looked like it had time traveled here from the 1970’s.
After a bit of rattling around in the kitchen, Jinx returned carrying two steaming mugs of light brown tea. I blew on mine and waited for her to say something.
“Honey?” she asked, squeezing a honey packet from KFC into her mug and stirring.
I shook my head no. I was really more of a coffee person, but I’d drink it to be polite.
“How do you know my name?” I asked.
She twirled her fingers in the air. “Oh, one hears things around…”
I nodded like I knew what she was talking about. I set my drink down on the coffee table to give it time to cool off, but then I didn’t know what to do with my hands, so I picked it back up. My eyes wandered the room, unsure of where to look. I could sense the woman’s gaze trained on my face.
“I’m very sorry about your sister,” she said. Her expression was open and kind. Her large blue eyes were twin liquid pools. The wild cork-screws of her auburn hair gave her the look of a faerie tale creature. It was impossible not to like her.
“Uh, thanks…”
“How are you and your family holding up?”
I shrugged.
Jinx nodded.
“So what kind of name is Jinx?” I asked before I realized how rude it sounded. She didn’t seem to take offense.
“Well, my real name is Jennifer…” She made a gagging motion with her finger to her mouth. “…but I got the nickname when I was a teenager and it stuck. Trouble used to follow me. Get it? Jinx?”
“Trouble used to follow you?”
“Oh, well, when you get older, life settles down naturally.”
I lifted my drink and took a tentative sip. It burnt my tongue, so I set it back down. Not that I minded getting to know my neighbor, but I wished she would get to the point of why she called me here.
“So, you must be wondering why I asked you in,” she said, tucking her bare feet up under her skirt so that she was sitting cross-legged in the recliner. The bottoms of her feet were dirty.
“Yeah, I guess I am.”
“I need to tell you something that’s going to sound crazy, but all I ask is that you don’t leave until you’ve completely heard me out, all right?”
My belly fluttered. Should I be worried here?
“Don’t worry,” she said.
I began to wonder if my thoughts were being broadcast in a cartoon bubble over my head.
“Cady, I know what you are going through.”
Oh, so that was it! Jinx must have had a sibling pass away or something and she wanted to comfort me like Bryan had. Made sense.
“So, did your sister die also?” I asked.
“Humph! Not hardly. She lives in Boca Raton and works as an investment banker. Not dead, but not much of a life either. No, I mean I know what is happening to you . . .emotionally.”
“That’s not hard to guess. My twin died. I feel like crap.”
Jinx shook her head. I could tell she was going somewhere with this, but hesitated to explain it to me. “No, it’s more than that. Tell me about school. How did you feel when you were around all of those other students?”
A flush spread across my face, and I darted my gaze out the window. I recalled the tornado of emotions. Could that be what she was referring to? If so, how did she know?
“Okay,” she sighed. “Let go about this a bit differently. I have this…talent…I guess. Have you ever heard of telepathy?”
“Like communicating through minds?” I snorted skeptically.
“Yeah! See, I can read people’s thoughts.”
Terrified at the idea that what this woman was saying might be true, I tensed up, wrinkling my brow.
“Whoa!” Jinx laughed, touching her fingers to her temples. “You’re a strong little thing! I can feel you trying to block me. I bet you don’t even know you’re doing it.”
I shook my head in disbelief. “No, that’s not possible. People can’t read minds!”
“Oh, no? How is it that I know about the torment you went through this week at school?”
“It was my first day back, of course it was going to be tormenting!” I yelled without meaning to. I jumped up to my feet.
The little dog was startled by my sudden movement. He hopped down from the table and waddled over next to her chair like a guard dog. Yeah, the curly hair flopping in his eyes was terrifying.
“Wait, Cady,” she said, reaching out to me. “Please sit. You promised to hear me out. I haven’t even gotten to the part about you.”
My knees locked in place. I didn’t want to sit.
“Look, I appreciate you trying to cheer me up, but I really can’t deal with crazy right now.” I slid my arms into the shoulder straps on my bag and headed for the door.
Jinx shot to her feet, but didn’t try to stop me from leaving. She just twisted her fingers together in frustration.
“Okay,” she said, “leave if you want. But I want you to think about something.”
I stopped in the doorway holding the screen door open, not turning around to face her.
“When your sister died, remember how you felt it? I mean really felt what was happening to her? Remember what you saw in that moment?” When I didn’t answer she continued. “Come back to see me when you’re ready to know what happened.”
I walked out quickly, allowing the screen door to slam shut behind me.



CHAPTER 17
 
THE RHYTHM OF my soles slapping the pavement in time to my breath had the power to relax me like nothing else. In the weeks since returning to school, I’d settled into a routine —school, work, jog, homework, bed.
The emotional storm of school wasn’t abating. If anything, it seemed to be getting worse. Sitting in class felt like being tugged in ten different directions. Twice I’d had teachers keep me after class, their looks of pity only slightly hidden under concern. Of course, I couldn’t tell them anything. I didn’t know what was wrong with me. Mr. MacLeod, my physiology teacher even suggested I drop his class and try it again next year. I’d missed a ton of labs, and no matter how much I studied, I couldn’t concentrate enough to memorize all of the Latin terms. I finally gave in and stopped by my guidance counselor’s office to sign the drop forms. Of course it was too late for me to get into anything else, so I was assigned to a study hall for fifth period.
I rounded the corner of my street and slowed to a brisk walk. My breath sawed in and out of my chest through my mouth, and I used a cotton bandana tucked in the pocket of my jogging pants to wipe the sweat from my forehead. The autumn evening air caressed my damp skin, dotting my arms with goose bumps. From between the dwellings I could see Jinx’s house, lights blazing in every room as if she had guests. For weeks I’d been telling myself that the woman was a fake, a charlatan looking to pull something over on the poor grieving girl. But then I’d find myself wondering about the possibility that she was telling the truth. Other than the little bit I mentioned to the doctor in the hospital, I hadn’t told anyone about actually feeling Lony’s death, about seeing it through her eyes. There had to be a logical explanation for how Jinx knew all this, but for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out what it was.
So I did the only thing I could do —I took to the Internet. For weeks I’d read everything I could find on the subject of telepathy. At first, I only found websites advertising psychics and fortune tellers who would answer your questions for a price. My only experience with psychics happened at the Dubuque County Fair a couple summers ago when Lony talked me into getting my tarot cards read. All the woman told me was that I needed to work hard in school in order to get ahead in life. Duh! I could tell better fortunes than that. I can’t remember Lony’s fortune, but I’m sure it mentioned nothing about her early death.
After weeding through the fakes and weirdoes, I came across websites that included scientific studies and testimonials about telepathic experiences. To my surprise, a fair number of scientists believed communicating with the mind was real. There was even a doctor down at the University of Iowa Hospital, Dr. Ulrika Helbo, who had done actual studies and written books on the subject. I spent part of an evening reading different papers and things that she had published in medical journals. She basically believed that humans were born with ten senses. In addition to the five physical senses of touch, sight, smell, hearing and taste, there are five senses of the soul —intuition, peace, foresight, trust, empathy. She claims telepathy is simply a manifestation of our sense of intuition.
In an article in The New England Journal of Medicine, Dr. Helbo sighted evidence that early humans used the power of the mind and energy to transmit information, much the same way our other senses work. But as humans evolved, they began relying more on the other five senses, allowing the others to go dormant, like an appendix or something. Interesting stuff, and she had a lot of documentation to back up her theories, but I was a believe-it-when-I-see-it kind of girl.
Standing on the sidewalk sweating, I gazed at Jinx’s house and wondered if I should just give her a chance to explain. After a moment of staring, I decided to try a little experiment. I balled up the damp bandana and stuffed it back in my pocket. I walked around to my back yard where I took a seat on a wicker patio chair. I knitted my brow and concentrated on her kitchen door. Jinx, can you hear me? This is Cady. I’m in the backyard. If you can hear me, I’m ready to talk.
A moment passed.
And then another.
Maybe I was out of her range. Or maybe she’s just a fake.
I was silently chastising myself for my stupidity when Jinx popped out her door, grinning so big even in the dimness I could see the full row of her teeth.
“Cady!” she called out waving. “Sorry, I was on the phone.”
Shock pinned me to my spot, preventing me from answering. She heard me.
She really heard me!
Jinx waited patiently by the fence separating our yards while I processed. After a minute, I got up and walked toward her.
“Believe me now?” she asked without a hint of I-told-you-so in her voice.
I lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I don’t know.”
Jinx nodded. “Fair enough. Want to come over and talk?”
“Is now a good time? I mean, it looks like you have company or something.”
She glanced back to her house to see what I was seeing. “Oh, no. I just have a bad habit of not turning lights off when I leave rooms. Not very green, I know!”
“Well, let me take a shower, then I’ll be over.”
Twenty minutes later, I was standing on my neighbor’s stoop with wet hair and a hollow feeling in my stomach from skipping supper.
“Come in,” Jinx said, with the door held open for me.
The living room was the same chaos of clutter that I’d seen before, but with the soft light emanating from the mismatched table lamps and a few candles, it was homier this time. The strong scent of sandalwood drifted up in wisps of smoke from an incense cone on the coffee table. From his bed, the dog lifted his head so he could peek at me from under his bangs.
“Can I get you something to drink?”
“No, thanks,” I replied, sitting down on the edge of the couch.
“Thank you for coming back,” she said with an understanding smile, before taking a seat across from me.
I pressed my lips together. I didn’t know how to start or even why I was there. I guess when people drop the bomb on you that they are psychic, it piques your curiosity.
“I’m not saying I believe you or anything,” I started, “but you must have had a reason for telling me about your…” I couldn’t say it. It was all too ridiculous.
“I know how this sounds to you,” Jinx said with a sigh. “I always have this problem when I tell people I’m a telepath. Most think I’m a fake, that I must be secretly Googling them in order to act like I can read their thoughts. But honestly, this isn’t a parlor trick. I wish I could escape it sometimes.”
“Well, like I said, I’m not saying I buy into this, but I want to hear more. Can you like…talk to me without speaking?”
“No, the connection only works one way. I can hear thoughts of others, but I can’t send messages back.”
“Convenient,” I replied. Her claim would be easy to prove if she could communicate something to me.
“No, actually it’s not convenient. It’s damn frustrating sometimes.”
She obviously didn’t pick up on my sarcasm.
“Why are you telling me this?” I asked.
Jinx unfolded her legs and leaned forward, focusing a serious gaze on me.
“I’m telling you this in order for you to understand how it is I know certain things about you.”
A chill ran through me. “So you can hear my thoughts even when I’m all the way over at my house?”
“I have about a three block range. Give or take depending on how strong the person is broadcasting.”
I pictured our neighborhood with its rows of houses. Three blocks in every direction would include not only houses, but a gas station, a Catholic church and the small strip mall on Asbury Road…even the high school athletic fields and parking lot.
“That’s a lot of people.”
She sighed and frowned. “I know. I can tune most of it out now, but the buzz is always there, like background noise. I have to actually pay attention to focus in on a particular voice. Some people transmit more clearly than others. Their emotional state also makes a difference. If a person is calm, their thoughts are quieter, but if they are upset or excited, the thoughts can be loud enough to wake me from a sound sleep.”
“So when Lony died…”
She nodded. “Yeah. Your household practically has its own channel now. Your brother is the worst.”
“Seriously? I would have thought that would be my mother.”
“No. Your mother is sad and having a hard time, but her thoughts are muddled with intoxicants. She sleeps a lot, and I don’t pick up on dreams too clearly. But your brother isn’t sleeping much at all. He’s really suffering deeply.”
I never would’ve guessed. Aaron always acted so aloof.
“What about me? I assume that’s what you wanted to talk to me about.”
Jinx took a deep breath in and out as if buying time to weigh her words. “You are also suffering, obviously, but you’re stronger than they are. You’re pulling through it well. You’re lucky that you have such nice friends to support you.”
I didn’t say anything. My mind ticked through the last few weeks wondering what things this woman might have eavesdropped on. I still didn’t really believe her. Psychics are fake, right? I decided to test her again to be sure. I plastered what I hoped would be a neutral expression on my face, relaxed, and then shouted with my thoughts, Stand up!
Jinx hopped to her feet, sending the little dog scurrying under the coffee table. “Like this?” she asked.
My jaw fell open. “Y-you heard me!”
She rolled her eyes. “Of course I did! You yelled at me! Can I sit again?”
I nodded.
“Any other experiments you want to try? Guess what number you’re thinking or something?”
I shook my head no.
“Okay, then.” She scooped the dog up and set him on her lap, threading her fingers through his tiny curls. “So, the reason I wanted to talk to you is because I noticed something going on with you that you are not aware of yet.”
“If I’m not aware of it, how would you know? I can’t be thinking of it.” I was trying to sound like a smart ass, but the shakiness in my voice betrayed me.
“You’re not thinking of it, but I recognize the signs and feel an obligation to tell you.”
“Okay…”
“During your sister’s accident, you know how you saw the whole thing through her eyes? How you felt like it had been happening to you?”
The blood drained from my face. I did not want to talk about this.
Jinx continued on. “And you know how when you go near your mother, you suddenly get depressed, even if a few minutes earlier you were just fine?”
I barely nodded. How could she know this stuff? There had to be another explanation.
“And at school, you feel a jumble of emotions . . .more than the usual teenage girl mood swings.”
She was right. The things I’d been feeling in the past few weeks hadn’t been normal. Maybe some of it could have been explained by Lony’s death, but when I added it all together, something wasn’t right.
“What’s happening to me?” I whispered.
Jinx set the dog aside and knelt in front of me, folding my hands in both of hers. “You’ve heard that twins have psychic connections, right?”
“Yeah. Lony and I used to dream the same dreams sometimes when we were little…”
“And you have probably heard about auras before too, right? The psychic energy field that surrounds us? Some people can see them. I can’t, but some can.”
I nodded.
“Well, when your sister died, your auras connected…they reached out to each other. I’ve heard of it happening before. That’s how you could feel what your sister experienced in those last moments.”
I let that explanation sink in. The doctors at the hospital wondered how I was able to experience physical shock when I should have only felt an emotional one.
Jinx continued, “After the accident, your aura was stretched. It didn’t go back to its normal shape around you.”
“My aura is broken? What does that mean?”
“It means that whenever people enter your aura range, you can feel their emotions.”
I considered all of the strange emotions I’d had that week. My mother made me depressed. Being around Bryan calmed me down. Being in a classroom filled with hormonal teenagers sent me in circles.
“So…so I’m psychic?”
“No, honey. You’re an empath.”



CHAPTER 18
 
“EMPATH…” I WHISPERED, feeling the word on my tongue.
Jinx hopped up and retrieved a book from her stuffed shelf. “Let me show you.”
As she flipped to the table of contents and located the section she was searching for, I checked out the title of the book. The Guide to Modern Psychic Phenomena by C. C. Knight, PhD.
“Here we go,” she said as she moved to the couch next to me, so I could follow along as she read aloud. “‘An empath is someone who is sensitive to the psychic energy and vibrations of others. Because emotions are charged with life energy, the empath experiences the emotions as their own. When the emotions are positive, this can be beneficial to the receiver; however, when the emotions are negative, the receiver is in danger of depression, bouts of rage and exhaustion. Empaths have been known to turn to drugs or alcohol as coping mechanisms. Many admit to having thoughts of suicide.’”
“What!” I interrupted. “I’m going to want to kill myself over this?”
Jinx shushed me and continued reading.
“‘The best way for an empath to combat these negative symptoms is by first, recognizing the difference between genuine emotions and those that are imposed on them, and secondly, by surrounding themselves with positive people. Some empaths claim to be able to block the emotional energy of others, and even convert negative energy into positive and channel it back to the sender, thus improving the emotional health of the sender…’”
Jinx closed the book and gave me a pat on the knee. “Cady, I know a woman, Sophia Blackwell, who is also an empath. When I began noticing the symptoms in your thoughts, I called her for advice. She has learned how to develop and control her gift, and has given me some suggestions on how I might be able to help you do the same. Sophia would love to help you herself, but she is getting up there in age and lives out in Sedona, Arizona. Traveling here is not really an option for her now.”
I didn’t say anything for a long moment while I let it all sink in. It wasn’t that I doubted the existence of psychic energy, in theory. What I had trouble with was the idea that I had any psychic ability. While I basically had a healthy self-image, I never really thought there was anything special about me. I had no other real talents: I was cute, but not beautiful; smart, but not a genius; well liked, but not popular. I was as middle of the road as a teen girl can be. Why would God or fate or the cosmos or whatever decide to give this ability to me?
“Are you okay?” Jinx asked.
I nodded. “I’m just absorbing.”
“I understand. I went through the same thing when my telepathic gift started to manifest. I was thirteen at the time. At least you have someone like me to help you.” Her mouth twisted into a troubled frown.
“Is that why you’re being so nice to me? Because you went through it alone?”
“That’s one of the reasons,” she replied, setting the heavy book down on top of a pile of fashion magazines. “I also couldn’t sit back and watch you deal with everyone else’s grief on top of your own. That’s way too much for one girl to handle.”
I recalled my mother holed up in her bed and how crippling it was on me to go near her.
“What was it like for you? I mean when you started reading minds. Did you think you were going crazy?”
A shadow covered her eyes and I felt a slight ripple of emotion emanate off of her. Now that I knew the wave of sadness wasn’t coming from me, I could almost track the source back to Jinx. It made me wonder if I would be able to trace emotions to specific people in crowds.
From the expression on her face, I figured her story must be difficult to think about. What felt like a cool breeze blowing from Jinx’s direction tickled my arms, but when I looked down, the light hairs didn’t so much as tremble. The wind wasn’t physical. My belly tensed with a sadness that I didn’t understand. After a long time, she began to speak in a voice, barely above a whisper.
“I didn’t think I was crazy, but everyone else did. My mother passed away when I was only three…breast cancer…so I lived with my father and step-mother.”
She tugged on the tight springs of her hair as she spoke. “I figure it must have been puberty which brought my abilities out. That happens to some people. Sometimes, the opposite happens. A child will be psychically sensitive and then begin repressing it in puberty. Anyway, that’s when I really began to notice it with me. It came on gradually. You know, I’d think someone said my name when no one did. I’d answer a question that hadn’t been asked aloud. It really freaked people out. The kids at school started to distance themselves from me. My step-mother, who never cared for me to begin with, would complain to my father, saying he had to do something with me and that I gave her the creeps. When I tried to explain to them what I was experiencing, Millicent —that’s my step-mother —convinced my father that I needed psychiatric care.”
My stomach began to tighten with anger. This time I could sort of tell that it wasn’t coming from me. Jinx closed her eyes for a moment. The ripples of frustration evaporated, replaced by a soft calm. She continued.
“I spent my high school years in and out of mental institutions.” Her shoulders shook from an involuntary shudder. “I had to get a GED, because sitting in a classroom was too difficult for me. I wasn’t as good at blocking thought feeds as I am now, and that made it hard to concentrate on the teachers.”
Flashes of that emotional tornado from earlier popped into my head. Would I have to go through that every day until I graduated? What about college?
Jinx continued, “It was when I was staying in a group home in Oklahoma that I met another girl, Bridget, who also was a telepath and, like me, whose parents sent her away. The difference was Bridget’s abilities were far more advanced than mine. She helped me by teaching me blocking techniques and how to focus on specific thought feeds. I don’t know what I would have done without her.”
“What happened to her… to Bridget?” I asked.
“She’s married to an insurance agent and has three kids. They live in Atlanta or Macon or someplace like that. But in order for Bridget to live a normal life, she has almost completely given up her abilities. She’s been blocking everything for so many years now she can’t take the blocks off any more. Only rarely will a word or a phrase break through, and only from someone who is an extremely strong broadcaster.”
I brightened. “That’s great! You mean I can learn to block this out completely? You have to teach me! When do we get started?”
Jinx frowned and the crease between her brows deepened like a swollen river. “Cady, be careful to weigh all of your options before you decide to do something like that. Our abilities are gifts, and your gift is a part of you. Never be quick to give up a piece of yourself.”
“Right,” I said with a shrug. “I get to be the psychic equivalent of an emotional dumping ground and will probably end up as a suicidal alcoholic. Nope. The sooner I can block this stuff the better.”
She didn’t look very happy, but seemed resigned to let it go for now. Instead, she picked up one of those long candle lighters and began flicking it, watching the tiny licks of flame.
“So, what happened after you gained control over your abilities?” I asked. “Did your parents let you come home?”
“No,” she replied with a sigh. “You see, my father is very…prominent. Back in the early eighties, he built a large technology company from the ground up and it was very successful. By the time I was eighteen, he and Millicent and their kids were like this big happy family where I just didn’t fit anymore. Besides, Father was starting to get interested in politics. The last thing a politician needs is a crazy daughter running around ruining his image.”
“So, what did you do then?”
Jinx inhaled deeply through her nose and let it out with a whoosh through her mouth blowing out the weak tongue of flame. She dropped the lighter back down on the end table. “Honestly? He bought me off.”
“What do you mean?”
“My father set me up with a large trust fund under the condition that I disappear.”
“Are you serious?”
She shrugged with one shoulder. “It’s not like we were close anyway. He worked constantly when I was growing up, and I never saw him. Millicent couldn’t stand me and didn’t want me around her kids. I figured I would just go off and start my own life, so I moved to Dubuque. The end.”
I thought about my own parents and what it would be like without them. Sure, things were strained in my family now, but no matter what happens I know they love me. Whether they would believe that I’m an empath or not is another story. My mother is intensely skeptical about all things that can’t be proven scientifically. My father might be more receptive, but it’s hard to say.
“So, you just, like, live off your trust fund? Or do you work?” I asked.
“I never touch that money if I don’t have to,” she said with a tone that implied that money was tainted. “I live off of my gifts. I’m a life consultant.”
“A what?”
“A life consultant, a therapist. I got my degree in counseling through an online program and now I meet with people who are having problems and give them advice.”
“Lots of people are therapists. Where does the whole using your gift thing come in?”
“I listen to the things they aren’t telling me. It makes me much more effective than a normal therapist. Most people censor their words, only speaking in partial truths. I’m not saying people are dishonest, just selective. My gift enables me to serve them better.”
I shook my head in wonder. Outside the window, I spotted a sliver of moon in the inky black sky, reminding me of the time.
“It’s getting late. I better get home before my mom worries.”
Jinx grinned. “She’s sleeping. Wish I could read dreams better. I’m seeing flashes of a shirtless Hugh Jackman.”
Ew.
I stood and stretched.
Jinx walked with me outside where she bent to retrieve a soggy Shopper Stopper from the ground next to her steps.
“When do we begin?” I asked. “With the whole blocking thing? If I’m going to make it through high school, I have to find a way to ignore my classmates.”
“I don’t have regular work hours. I work by appointment only, and I always go to my client’s homes. If my car is in the driveway, I’m home.” She inclined her head toward a newer model VW Beetle parked a few yards away. “Feel free to stop by when you have time.”
I gave one last wave to Jinx before she turned to go back inside, and I headed home.



CHAPTER 19
 
AFTER SCHOOL THE next day, I fumbled with the dead bolt lock on my front door. I was already inside, but couldn’t get my key out. Lony and Aaron never had trouble with this lock, but for some reason, it just didn’t like me.
The muffled sound of Florence + The Machine began playing on my cell phone in my backpack. I let the keys dangle and dug it out.
“Hello?” I answered, still concentrating on not breaking the key off in the door.
“Cady? It’s Bryan. Is this a bad time?”
“No. I’m just getting home.”
With a hard tug the key gave way, smashing my elbow against the wall.
“Son of a —!” I censored myself just in time. I held the phone in the crook of my neck so I could rub my funny bone. “Ouch!”
“Are you okay?” Bryan asked. “What happened?”
“I’m all right,” I groaned. “No big deal.”
“Uh…do you have plans for dinner? Like with your family, I mean?” he asked.
“No. My mother hasn’t been up for cooking much lately. Why?”
“My parents are going out with one of my dad’s new clients. I was wondering if you wanted to go get pizza or something.”
Whoa! Is he asking me on a date? My spine tingled at the thought. But what if I was overreacting? What if this was just a friends thing? Best to play it cool.
“Um…sure. Sounds good.”
“Pick you up around six?”
We hung up, and I barreled up to my room. It was too early to get ready, so I dug out some homework to work on. Concentrating during school was a nightmare, so I had started putting in extra effort into my assignments at home in order to make decent grades.
At school that day, I thought a lot about the whole empath thing and that storm of emotions that overcame me whenever I was around people. As much as I didn’t want to believe it, Jinx was right. I was picking up on the feelings of others. For example, I used the bathroom pass during study hall, and when I entered there was a freshman girl splashing water on her face at the sink. She’d been crying and her mascara streaked down her cheeks like skid marks. I didn’t mean to gawk at her, but the vibrations of anger rolling off of her and into me glued my feet to the spot. Goosebumps rose on my arms as the sinking feeling of betrayal coursed through me. I knew for sure these emotions were not coming from me. Two minutes earlier, I had been walking down the hallway humming along with a song stuck in my head. When the crying girl noticed me, she glared at me through the mirror and stormed out in a huff, followed by her cloud of cold rage.
I shook my head to clear my thoughts. I really needed to put this empathy stuff aside for a while and get some school work done.
When my history assignment was finished, I stood and stretched. The emotional tornado was taking its toll on my muscles, filling me with tension. I yanked out the band holding my ponytail, brushed my hair out and slid a thin headband in to keep it out of my eyes. Other than some light lip gloss, I hadn’t worn makeup to school. I wondered whether I should at least brush some mascara on or something. Jeez, it’s just pizza! I scolded myself. It’s not like this is a date…is it?
I left my jeans on, but traded my “Buffy staked Edward” t-shirt and hoodie for a light green peasant blouse. I surveyed myself in the mirror on the back of my bedroom door. Nice enough, but still casual. From my school bag, I took some cash out and tucked it into my jeans pocket. As much as Lony had tried to make me, I never took to carrying a real purse.
The doorbell rang. I rounded the corner at the top of the stairs, and to my horror, my mother was standing with the door open looking at Bryan shift his weight from foot to foot. Thankfully, she wasn’t in her bathrobe, but a pair of yoga pants and a t-shirt. I cringed at the sight of her matted hair on the back of her head.
“Mom,” I called out, hurrying down the stairs. “This is my friend, Bryan Sullivan…from school. Bryan, this is my mom.”
My mother turned at my voice and looked at me funny, almost like she couldn’t remember how she got there. “Oh…”
“We’re going to go get some pizza. Do you want me to bring you anything back?”
She shook her head. “No, I’m not hungry.” She started to trudge up the steps toward her bedroom, but as an afterthought she added, “Don’t stay out late.”
I watched my mother disappear around the corner with my jaw hanging open. Are you kidding me? Whether it was a real date or not, this was the first time a boy picked me up to take me out to dinner —other than Shawn anyway, and he didn’t really count. I guess I’d have thought my mother might take a bit more interest. After all, Bryan could be a meth addict or a convicted felon for all she knew. When Lony first started seeing Cane, my parents insisted on getting to know him before they would let her go off with him alone. For two weeks, he had to endure awkward family dinners and watching TV with Lony in the den while my parents wandered in and out like an Army patrol to make sure they maintained clothes on and hands visible at all times. It’s not that I wanted Bryan to have to suffer through an embarrassing third degree. I just thought she would have cared more, that’s all.
“Ready?” Bryan asked, holding the door open for me. I could feel his nervous energy tingling my skin. I rubbed my arms briskly.
“Sure,” I replied, brushing past him out the door. I smelled the light spicy scent of cologne and smiled. He normally didn’t bother. I was glad I gave in and brushed on mascara.
“So,” he asked, opening the car door for me. “Where is the best pizza in Dubuque?”
“Oh, easy. Happy Joe’s.”
“Happy Joe’s it is then.”
Bryan circled the vehicle and got in. When he twisted the key in the ignition music blasted out of the speakers and he fumbled to turn it down.
“Sorry,” he said with an embarrassed grin. “I like it loud when I’m alone.”
“No prob. I do the same thing,” I replied. “What group is this?”
“It’s my cousin’s band, Crescendo. He’s the drummer. They play small venues in the Portland and Seattle areas. This is their demo.”
“Not bad,” I said bobbing my head a bit with the beat.
I directed Bryan to the pizza place. We ordered my favorite, half taco/half BLT. Bryan cringed when I told him the BLT side used mayo in place of pizza sauce, but his attitude changed once he took a bite.
“I’m not a vegetarian exactly,” I explained, plucking the sausage bits off of my slice, “I just don’t really like meat very much. It’s a taste thing more than a moral thing.”
“So you don’t eat steak?”
I shook my head. “Nope. I tried a bite of my dad’s once, but didn’t care for it.”
“More for me, I guess.” He reached for his second slice. “I’m not picky with food at all. My mother is the must-clean-your-plate type. I learned a long time ago that if I didn’t want to end up having my dinner for breakfast the next morning, I better get it over with and eat it while it’s fresh.”
We chatted easily through dinner, but when Bryan got up to order us some ice cream sundaes, Jinx cropped back up into my mind. All through dinner I had been trying to pay attention to my emotions and the people around me, but I couldn’t tell if I was reading people right. In the car, Bryan had seemed nervous, but I wasn’t picking any of that up from him now. In general, I was feeling happy and calm. How did I know that was my real feelings or if they were coming from someone else near me? What kind of range did this empathy thing have anyway?
Across the dining room, I spotted a toddler who was throwing some kind of tantrum. His face was red and he wailed at the top of his lungs. The young mother kept trying to shove ice cream in his mouth to shut him up, but all that did was cause melted ice cream drool to run down his chin and neck. It gave me an idea for an experiment.
I checked on Bryan and saw he was still waiting to place our order. I stood and started walking toward the little boy, going slowly enough that I could concentrate on any feelings I might be able to pick up from him, yet fast enough so that it would look like I was casually heading toward the restroom.
Twenty feet from the boy and I felt nothing.
At fifteen feet, I bent down to pretended to tie my shoe. The feelings of general happiness were faded, but I wasn’t necessarily picking up on anything negative. I stood up and began walking forward again.
At ten feet, I stopped next to an empty table and picked up the menu lying on it. A stirring began in my belly that had nothing to do with the pizza I’d just ate. My face started to heat up and uneasiness crept over me. As I pretended to be checking the specials, I concentrated on the cool waves of feeling I was getting from the toddler’s direction. There was anger and frustration…a little bit of discomfort too. Of course, the frustration could have been coming from the mother also, who was digging in her diaper bag for something to appease her child.
Just as I was setting the menu down to step closer, a freezing jolt shot through me as the boy lifted his fork and threw it as hard as he could onto the floor where it bounced and landed a few feet in front of me. A clear and distinct shock of rage ran through my body and settled somewhere deep inside me. I gasped audibly. The mother apologized as she came over to retrieve the fork, but I could only nod with my mouth hanging open dumbly.
Oh. My. God.
Jinx was right. I guess up until that moment I hadn’t fully believed her, but standing there with my head throbbing with a cold headache and my nerves on edge, I had to admit there was something weird going on. The little boy watched me with big brown eyes, his rosy cheeks tear stained and drool running from his lower lip. He didn’t feel as upset anymore. I guess throwing the fork got whatever it was out of his system. The mother glanced up at me and flashed a wave of embarrassment mixed with confusion. I pivoted and returned to our table.
I buried my face on my hands, squeezing my eyes shut so hard I could see spots swimming in the blackness. What does this mean? What am I supposed to do now? I didn’t want to go through life experiencing the emotions of everyone around me! How am I supposed to go into a crowded situation like a concert or a movie theater ever again without turning into a complete head-case? Oh, no. How am I going to be able to handle school? A groan escaped the back of my throat.
“You okay?” Bryan asked, a cool brush of concern touching my body.
I jerked my head up to see him setting our sundaes down on the table. “I’m fine,” I said, managing a weak smile. “Just a bit of a headache.”
His forehead wrinkled. “Do you want me to take you home?” The vibrations of his concern increased.
“No, I’ll be okay.” Forcing a fake smile, I dipped my spoon into the chocolate ice cream with warm peanut butter topping and took a small bite. “Ice cream cures headaches, you know. It’s scientifically proven.”
“Mmmm…” he replied, swallowing the cherry from the top of his banana split. “I always knew ice cream had to be good for me. What else can it do? Cure the common cold?” The coolness of his concern warmed into something more pleasant.
I nodded. “It’s good for colds…the flu too. Also, sprained ankles, upset stomachs and gout.”
“Gout?” he laughed. “In that case, I think I’ll have my mother stock up our freezer with Rocky Road. I wouldn’t want to come down with gout.”
I watched Bryan as he talked and ate his sundae in large, enthusiastic bites. When he smiled I noticed one of his teeth was a bit crooked, overlapping the one next to it. It’s funny how an imperfection like that can add so much character to someone’s face. He had a bump on the top of his nose. And a tiny mole at the base of his throat bobbed up and down as he swallowed. The skin of his neck looked so soft. I wondered what it would be like to press my lips against it. My gaze lifted and I realized Bryan had stopped talking and was looking at me curiously. I was pretty sure my face was as red as a tomato.
“What are you staring at?” he asked. “Do I have hot fudge on my face or something?” He wiped his mouth with his napkin.
“No…I’m sorry.” I shook my head, feeling like an idiot. I stirred my ice cream slowly to have something else to focus on.
“I don’t mind, you know…you looking at me, I mean.”
A shock of invisible electricity jumped between us, making my heart pound. I peered up from under my lashes to see him grinning at me. The heat in his eyes matched the warmth I was picking up from his soul, causing my palms to go damp.
“Whatever,” I said dismissively, trying to play it off as a joke. “Are you almost done, because it’s a school night, and I have to get home before you turn into a pumpkin.”
“Well, in that case, we better go. Orange is not my color.”
Bryan tossed a tip down on the table, and we headed out to his car. It took almost twenty minutes to get back to my house. While Bryan talked, I amused myself bathing in the warm caresses of his emotion. At first, I only felt a general feeling of contentment, kind of like a warming in the belly. It was the feeling that I got most often from him. He must be a naturally happy person, I concluded. But as we rounded the turn onto my street, I began to pick up on some anxiety vibrating off of him. I glanced over at Bryan, now who was grinning and telling me a story about something that happened at jazz band rehearsal, and wondered what he had to feel so anxious about. This emotion reading thing was interesting, but without knowing the reasons behind the feelings made it darn frustrating.
My house was mostly dark when we pulled up. A faint glow of light from the basement windows indicated Aaron was holed up in his room. I could also see the violet flickering of a television on in my mother’s bedroom. She hadn’t even left the porch light on for me.
Bryan trailed behind me up to my front door, his hands shoved deep down in the pockets of his jeans, his shoulders rounded. I fumbled to fit the key into the door lock in the darkness. Stinking dead bolt!
“Here, let me help,” he said.
I handed him my keys and stepped out of the way. With a jiggle and a flick of his wrist, the bolt shot open.
“There you go.” He picked up my hand, placed the keys into my palm and closed my fingers around them. But he didn’t let go. At his touch, I felt his nervousness amplified.
We stood there for a moment, both of us looking at my small fist cradled in between his two large hands, his thumb rubbing my skin in lazy circles. His palms were soft but the fingers on his left hand and right thumb had calluses. I ran my finger over the thick pads.
“From playing my guitar,” he explained, the tone of his voice thick.
“Do they hurt?” I asked softly. We were standing close enough that I could feel the warmth rising from his skin.
“Not anymore.”
He reached for my other hand, folding it into his. “Your hands are so cold,” he commented.
That’s because all of my blood has risen to my face. “And you’re so warm.”
But it wasn’t just the warmth of his hands that were heating me up. Waves of excitement and anticipation rolled between us. My heart palpitated wildly.
I raised my eyes to meet his. Though the corner of his mouth curved upward, his expression was serious. Even in the dark, I could see his gaze dip to my lips.
Bryan lifted a hand to touch a lock of my hair. So softly I could barely hear it, he whispered, “Cady, I want to kiss you.”
Somehow I was able to swallow the lump in my throat and reply, “I want you to kiss me too.”
A glimmer of exhilaration flashed in his eyes as he leaned down and slanted his lips on top of mine. It wasn’t the first time I’d been kissed —I guess I had to count Tyler Galvin from ninth grade —but being able to feel the emotion from both mine and Bryan’s perspectives was almost indescribable. Waves of nervousness turned into waves of pleasure as our lips parted deepening the kiss. The soft scent of his cologne mingled with the sweetness of his ice cream taste, making my head swim with delicious intoxication.
My breath became ragged as adrenaline coursed through our bodies. I gripped his shoulders for fear my legs would melt out from under me. Bryan placed a warm hand on the small of my back and threaded the fingers of his other hand through the back of my hair, sending shivers down my neck. Energy flowed back and forth between us in each place we touched like feedback. So complete was the emotional circuit between us, I almost couldn’t sense where I stopped and he started. I pushed my body against his, unable to get close enough. The pressure building and building until —.
Bryan’s mouth lifted from mine. I gasped. I could still feel the humming between us, but there was also a twinge of disappointment…on both of our parts, I think.
He touched his forehead to mine, his eyes drifting closed. “I wish I could stay here and kiss you all night, but my parents are probably home and wondering where I am.”
With reluctance, I took a shaky step back. “See you tomorrow?”
“Definitely.” He gave my hands a final squeeze before turning to walk back to his car. I waited until he pulled away from the curb before going into the house.
I ran up the stairs and flung myself on top of my bed. I could still taste him on my lips, smell him on my skin. I replayed the kiss over and over through my mind. Man, that boy could kiss!
I rolled onto my side, curling around a pillow. So, what did it mean? I now knew for sure that Bryan liked me, but how is it I really felt about him? Did I want a boyfriend? I kind of liked not being one of those girls who spent their entire high school years obsessing over some boy. It just seemed too exhausting. But Bryan was different, wasn’t he? When I was with him, things felt easier somehow. His calming presence soothed the stress of my life.
A short vibration in my pocket alerted me to a text message. I reached for my phone and checked the screen. The message was from Bryan and it read, “THAT WAS FREAKING AMAZING!”
Yes, it was.



CHAPTER 20
 
I TOOK MY car to school the next day, so I could go straight to the animal shelter after classes ended. When I pulled in, I spotted Shawn leaning against his car, fiddling with his iPhone. Only he could pull off plaid pants and make them look stylish.
“Die, Pigs!” he grunted through clenched teeth as I approached.
“Playing Angry Birds again?” I asked.
He glanced up at me and gave me a half smile before turning his attention back to his game. “Yeah…it’s addictive.”
“Well, put it away. The bell is going to ring in like three minutes.”
“Fine,” he grumbled, locking his phone and shoving it into his back pants pocket. “I called you last night, but you didn’t answer your cell.”
“Yeah,” I said, as we walked toward the building, “The ringer set on vibrate, so by the time I noticed you called I was getting ready for bed. Did you need anything important?”
“Not really . . .just wanted to ask you about Bryan.”
“What about him?” I asked, trying to project casual disinterest while my insides turned to spaghetti at the mention of his name.
“Well, yesterday at lunch…he looked kinda into you.”
“Did he?” I asked, unable to keep the grin off my face.
Shawn laughed and shucked my arm. “Aw, man! You do have the hots for him!”
“Shut up,” I replied, giving him a little shove.
“Well, you do right?”
“I guess…”
“Cady’s got a boyfriend…” he teased, but only loud enough for me to hear. “Seriously, I think it’s cool that you’re finally interested in someone around here. He seems like a cool guy. Those eyes are to die for.”
“I know, right? His lips are even better.”
“Girl, you’ve been holding out on me! You have to call me tonight and tell me everything.”
Inside the doors, Shawn and I headed our separate ways with promises to see each other at lunch.
I floated through the hall with a smile on my face. It was crazy how good I felt for someone who had tossed and turned the whole night before. The memory of that fiery kiss and the emotions that came with it played on a continuous loop through my mind all night long. It was the best I’d felt in weeks, and I didn’t want to let it go.
I was so caught up in my thoughts, it wasn’t until Mr. Steele was well into his lecture that I began to notice emotions in the classroom besides mine. They seemed to swirl around me in a steady hum. If my range really was about ten feet, I figured over half of the students and Mr. Steele would fall within it. I struggled to keep my body relaxed and mind open. The only way to get a handle over this empathy thing was to understand it.
My eyes drifted closed so I could concentrate on identifying the different emotions around me. A sluggish feeling seemed to dominate. Tiredness? That would make sense given that it was first hour. It could also be boredom. There was a wave of excitement coming from somewhere…behind me? Yes, I could sense the direction. I snuck a glance over my shoulder and saw Sarah Dobbs staring at the clock, her fingers drumming the cover of her textbook. Yes, the excitement was definitely coming from her.
My thoughts were interrupted by Mr. Steele passing something out, and I realized with horror that we were having a quiz. Crap! I might be back to school physically and making an effort to keep up on my homework, but I hadn’t been paying much attention in class.
My panic must have shown on my face, because when Mr. Steele set the paper down on my desk he said, “Just try your best.”
A ball of worry sat in my stomach, this time I was fairly sure it was my own and not my classmates doing it to me.
When I flipped the quiz over, I scanned the questions. The whole thing was short answer. Oh, come on! No multiple choice? At least then I would’ve been able to guess at the answers. I groaned loud enough that the boy in front of me, Ben…something, turned and looked at me. I glared at him and read the first question to myself.
What are the three branches of the U.S. government? Well, that one was easy. I wrote, “Judicial, Executive & Legislative.” Maybe this test wouldn’t be so hard after all.
How many years make up a term for Senators? I didn’t know. I jotted down four years, since I know that’s how long Presidents are elected for.
How many members make up the House of Representatives? I don’t flippin’ know! I left it blank.
By the time the bell rang and students began piling their completed quizzes on the corner of Mr. Steele’s desk on their way out, over half of my page was still blank. Oh, well. I slapped the paper on the desk and hurried out of the classroom. I was so lost in my own thoughts I almost ran into Bryan, who was waiting for me outside the door.
“Whoa, there!” he said laughing. “You looked like you’ve been chewing on glass. What’s up?”
“We had a quiz, and I’m fairly sure I bombed.” We strolled down the hall toward my locker. “I just don’t get what’s happening with me and school. I mean I used to study really hard and get good grades, but now,” I sighed, “I just don’t care anymore.”
Bryan nodded and put his arm out to keep me from getting jostled by two boys who were play-fighting in front of us. “You’re probably still feeling lost from missing so much school. Have your parents talked to your teachers about how you’re going to deal with the work you’ve missed?”
“I don’t think our parents have even noticed that Aaron and I have gone back to school yet. Besides, I caught up on my missed work. It’s the problems of concentrating in class that is getting to me.”
When we got to my locker, I spun the combination and switched out my books. There were still bits of tape stuck to Lony’s from where I’d ripped the pictures down. I closed the metal door and glanced up at Bryan, leaning next to me with a lazy grin on his face. All of my tension melted away.
Bryan reached out and picked up a lock of my hair, twisting it between his fingers. “You have the softest hair I’ve ever felt.”
“Um . . .” I wanted to compliment him back, but wasn’t sure what to say. Gee, I really think you’re hot, just didn’t seem right. “…thanks.”
There was a strange expression on his face…like he wanted to tell me something, but couldn’t get the words out. I concentrated on the emotion vibes he was sending out. It was tough to isolate him in the sea of students around us, but when I took his hand in mine, it was like all of the conflicting waves cut off and I was perfectly in tune with him. Touching him seemed to block out the feelings of the students around us, so that his emotions commanded my full attention. What didn’t make sense was the strange tension I was picking up from him.
“Is something wrong?” I asked.
His eyes widened as if startled out of some deep thought. “Uh, I need to talk to you about something.”
“Okay.” Oh, no! He regrets kissing me! “What is it?”
He glanced around at the thinning crowd. “Not now. We have to get to class. Want to go get some coffee or something after school?”
“Sure.” I didn’t know if I could wait that long. “Just tell me this one thing or I’ll obsess over it all day…are you going to tell me that kissing me was a mistake?”
One side of his mouth curled up into a grin. “Are you kidding? Kissing you was the most fun I’ve had all year.” To prove it, he leaned down and gave me a soft, lingering peck on the mouth, sending my pulse into a stampede. “I just have to explain something to you. It’s not that big of a deal, really.”
“Okay. I won’t worry about it then. See you at lunch?”
“Yeah,” he replied, giving my hand a squeeze before dropping it.
We headed off in different directions, me walking on clouds the whole way to second period, my botched quiz long forgotten.
As I stood at the cafeteria salad bar trying to decide between limp romaine and limp spinach, Bronwyn approached with a playful glare on her face.
“So,” she said, “when were you going to tell me you and Bryan are dating? I’m your best friend, and I had to hear it from the gossip chain?”
“We’re not dating…exactly. That is…I don’t know what you call it.” I decided on limp spinach, but drowned it in ranch dressing.
“But the two of you were making out against your locker today?”
My head snapped up in surprise. “We weren’t making out! We barely kissed!”
She chuckled at my reaction.
“I can’t believe you even heard about that. Dang. I don’t know why the school invests in an intercom system when all they have to do is send the morning announcements out through the grapevine.”
She laughed and the florescent lights glinted off of her retainer wire. “So it’s true? That’s so cool! How long has this been going on?”
At that moment, I honestly don’t think anything could have wiped the smile off my face. “Oh, Bronwyn! He’s so incredible!” As we stood in line at the check-out, I filled her in. “We had our first official date last night, but you know we’ve been talking for a few weeks now. And when he dropped me off, he gave me this good-night kiss that was so hot, it practically peeled the paint off the front door.”
Bronwyn stared off dreamily. “Sounds wonderful!”
“It was! But you know, I’m not exactly sure what this means. I mean, it’s not like he asked me to be his girlfriend or anything. I just don’t know where it stands right now.”
“But you are going to go out with him again, right?”
“That will be $4.15,” the lunch lady sporting a hair helmet said as she weighed my salad. I handed over exact change, and we made our way to our usual table in the back.
“Of course, I’ll go out with him again. In fact, he asked me to have coffee with him after school today. It will have to be fast though. I’m working at the shelter this afternoon.”
When we got to our table, Shawn was already there with Angelique Rasmusson, a senior girl who hangs out with him once in a while. I don’t know her all that well, but she’s in the drama club with Shawn.
“Hi, Ang,” I said as we sat down. I made sure to keep the spot next to me open for Bryan. “What’s up?”
“Bonjour,” she replied. Angelique has this whole French thing going on. She dresses like Audrey Hepburn and smokes unfiltered cigarettes. “Colin and I broke up, so Shawn agreed to stand in as my Homecoming date. We’re trying to figure out what to wear. I want to do a whole 1940’s theme. What do you think?”
“Oh, that’s this weekend?” A little knot formed in my gut. If Lony had been alive, she would’ve been talking about the dance non-stop.
“Yeah,” Angelique replied. “It’s kinda last minute, so we have to hit the stores after school today. There’s this really chic vintage place down in the Cable Car Square that I want to check out.”
With a model perfect body like Angelique’s —rail thin with legs that went on for miles —she could wear a trash bag and make it look like something off the cover of Vogue. “I’m sure you’ll find something.”
A warm hand touched my shoulder. I looked up to see Bryan beaming at me. He set his tray down next to mine. On it was a plate with a pile of overcooked spaghetti.
“Hey,” he said in a general greeting to the table as he slid in next to me. Shawn flashed me a knowing grin and my cheeks pinkened.
“Hi, Bryan,” Bronwyn replied. She quickly introduced him to Angelique.
Angelique tucked a lock of her short dark bob behind her ear, drawing attention to her long graceful neck and gave him a smile that managed both flirty and pouty at the same time. “Hello,” she said, “I don’t think I’ve seen you around here before. I would have remembered.”
I ground my teeth together. Do guys really go for such obvious flirts? Yes, actually, they do.
Not Bryan though. As he said, “Nice to meet you,” he gave my shoulder a light squeeze, giving the not so subtle hint that he was already taken. I warmed at the brief touch. Angelique’s stupid grin faded and she turned her attention back to Shawn.
“So, are you going to be able to get your dad’s car, or will I have to drive us?” she asked Shawn.
“I’ll ask,” he replied gulping a big swig of milk from the carton. “I’ve had my license for a month already and he’s still afraid to let me drive.”
I don’t think I blamed Mr. Cole for not wanting Shawn to go off alone in his Lexus. Let’s just say that Shawn passing his driving test must be proof of divine intervention.
A couple of senior girls called out Angelique’s name and waved her over. “I have to run. Meet me by my locker after seventh period,” she said to Shawn before rushing off.
“So you’re taking Angelique to Homecoming?” Bronwyn asked. “What happened to Carlos?”
Carlos Espinoza was a really cute senior that Shawn had been “talking to” for a while.
Shawn rolled his eyes. “Who knows? One minute he acts interested and the next he avoids me like the flu.”
“He’s a jerk,” I said.
Shawn sighs. “No. No, he really isn’t. It’s just that he’s closeted with his family still. How they can’t tell is beyond me! That queen can set off gaydar alarms ten blocks away.”
“Sometimes parents don’t really want to see their kids for who they really are,” Bryan said, twirling his fork to roll the long noodles up into a bite-sized nest.
“I know mine don’t,” Bronwyn agreed. “My parents still think I’m ten years old.”
I smirked, remembering the dollhouse Bronwyn received for her fifteenth birthday. The miniature hand-carved furniture pieces were cool and everything, but what was she supposed to do, play with it? It’d been taking up a whole corner of her bedroom ever since.
“So,” Shawn said, obviously wanting to change the subject, “you two are going to Homecoming, right? If my dad won’t let me have the car, maybe we can double together.”
A shot of fear hit my chest like a bolt, and I realized it was coming from Bryan, whose knee was resting against mine. I glanced up to see him biting his lip and looking pale. What was the big deal? Why didn’t he just tell Shawn that he hadn’t had a chance to ask me? It’s not like I wanted to go anyway. I’d rather have him come over to watch a DVD or something.
“Um…well…” Bryan hedged. “I’m going…but not with Cady.”
I felt like the bench I was sitting on dropped out from under me, sending me into free fall. A pained look crossed his face as he tried to explain to me, but his words made no sense. Girlfriend? Flying in from Portland? Planned months ago?
My belly roiled and the smell of the ranch dressing was making me want to hurl. I mumbled an excuse and left the table, dropping my lunch —tray and all —into the garbage can.
I burst through the bathroom door, nearly hitting some girl in my rush to get to a stall where I locked myself in and sat down hard on the seat. What in the hell just happened? I asked myself, hot tears dripping onto my lap. How could I be so stupid? Here I thought Bryan was this great guy, but really he’d been playing me. He has a girlfriend back in Portland? Don’t you think he could have told me that before ramming his tongue down my throat? I sobbed silently, feeling my life slide back down into the shit-pile it had been ever since my sister died. Maybe this was karma’s way of biting me back for trying to be happy before my sister was even cold in the ground.
When I heard Bronwyn come in asking if anyone had seen me, I tucked my feet up out of sight until she left. Girls came and went from the bathroom through the rest of the lunch hour. I knew there was a line waiting to use the toilets —I could sense their impatience —but I refused to vacate my stall. The bell rang indicating the end of lunch. Five minutes later it rang again signaling the start of sixth period. I was alone at last.
I wadded up a bunch of toilet paper and wiped at my face. I dropped it in the bowl and flushed. As I left the stall, I met my gaze in the mirror, cringing at the sight of my red-blotchy face under the harsh florescent lights. No way was I going back to class.
Leaving the bathroom, I walked to my locker to get my backpack from where I’d stashed it before lunch. On my way out of the school, I passed Ms. Schilton, my freshman English teacher. She opened her mouth as if to ask for my hall-pass, but something in my expression must have warned her to back off.
When I got in my car, I turned the ignition and let the engine idle. Where would I go? It was too early to go to the shelter. I didn’t have to be there until four. No way was I going home. A note from my mother left on the kitchen table this morning told me that the cleaning lady was coming in, and I should gather up my laundry. The last thing I wanted was to have my pity party interrupted by some stranger vacuuming my bedroom.
I put the car in gear and drove out of the lot. Without really thinking about it, I found myself pulling up in front of Jinx’s house. As I walked up her sidewalk, she opened the door for me.
“Must’ve heard me coming, huh?” I said with a forced, humorless laugh.
“Oh, honey, what happened?”
I flopped down on her couch, not bothering to move the newspaper that was left there. The dog yipped and cuddled next to my feet. I wanted to tell her, but my mouth refused to form the words.
“Oh, no!” Jinx exclaimed sitting down beside me. “He has a girlfriend?”
“Well, that’s one benefit of having a friend who can read minds,” I muttered. I reached down to pet the dog. He snuggled in closer, laying on top of my sneaker now.
“That makes no sense. You should have heard his thoughts last night. He was so into you! And that kiss…”
“You eavesdropped on our kiss?” I stared at her wide-eyed.
Jinx fiddled with clasping and unclasping her charm bracelet. “Well, it was hard not to. You two broadcasted your thoughts so loudly.”
I wanted to be mad at her for invading my privacy, but who was I to judge? I’m sure people wouldn’t like knowing that I could read their emotions either.
“So, are you going to tell me what he was thinking about?” I asked.
Jinx shook her head. “No way. I learned a long time ago to keep the details of people’s thoughts to myself. Let’s just say he wasn’t thinking about anyone but you.”
I wanted to press her, but I understood she was trying to respect Bryan’s privacy. What would it matter anyway? He has a girlfriend, so it’s not like I have any future with him now.
“What’s your dog’s name?” I asked as a way to change the subject.
“Pavlov.”
“Nice.” I scooped Pavlov up and hugged him to my chest. He wiggled and wagged so excitedly you’d think he’d just won the lottery. “He’s a Pomeranian, right?”
“Pom-Poo…half Pomeranian, half Poodle. So how was school today? I don’t mean the Bryan stuff . . .I mean the empathy.”
I set the dog down and watched it trot off toward his leopard print doggie bed. “It’s still really annoying, but I think I’m starting to understand it a bit more.”
I filled her in about my experiment at the pizza parlor. “I figure my range is about ten feet. I also notice that the sensations are more intense if I’m touching a person.”
Jinx nodded. “That happens with me too. When I make direct contact, it’s like tuning a radio and all of a sudden you hit the perfect frequency. That one message is so strong that it blocks out the messages from everyone else around me.”
From the pocket of my jean jacket Florence Welch sung out. I fished my mobile out and checked the caller ID. It was Bryan. Lit class just got out. My finger hit the button to silence the ringer without answering.
“Not going to talk to him?” Jinx asked, a wrinkle of disapproval forming between her brows.
“No, he can wait. I just don’t want to think about him right now.”
She sighed. “Okay, then, how much time do you have? We could work on teaching you how to create blocks to keep emotions out if you want.”
“Sure, I have two hours before I have to be at work,” I replied.
“I’ll go get us some sodas and then we’ll get started,” she said patting my knee as she bounced off to the kitchen.
A short vibration buzzed from my phone, indicating a text message. I peeked at the screen.
“WE NEED TO TALK.”
I ignored it. I knew on some level that I was acting childish. It’s not like he’d been my boyfriend or anything. He could go to the stupid dance with anyone he wanted. It’s just that I really thought he liked me. Now, I had to wonder whether he was just being nice to me because Lony died and he felt sorry for me.
“IF YOU DON’T ANSWER, I’M GONNA HAVE TO TXT THE WHOLE STORY TO YOU & WILL TAKE ALL DAY…”
I jabbed the off button hard. Let him text until his thumbs bleed. Didn’t mean I had to read it.
Jinx returned with two Diet Pepsis, set the drinks on top of a stack of mail strewn across the top of the coffee table and dragged a chair up so that she sat across from me, our knees a foot apart.
“Okay…so learning how to block signals takes practice. You might get a bit of a headache at first, but like any other muscle, once you get used to using your mind in this way, it’ll get stronger and it won’t bother you anymore.”
I nodded.
“Now, tell me what you are sensing from me right now.”
I studied the woman in front of me, sitting cross legged. I wasn’t getting much of anything off of her. Dressed in a pair of ancient Levi’s and an apple green t-shirt, her springy hair tangled up into a bun held in place by a couple of wooden pencils, Jinx appeared to be totally at ease.
“I don’t feel much from you. Just a general feeling of contentment,” I said.
She grinned, “Good! I’ve been feeling very even-keel today —not too happy, but not upset or anything either. Now, I’m going to think about something that will change my mood. Let me know what you feel.”
She lowered her gaze to her lap, but her face remained perfectly neutral. I wondered again how old she was. Her oval-shaped face was un-lined, but her eyes held wisdom in their depths, giving her an ageless feel.
After a moment, the atmosphere in the room changed. Low levels of vibration tickled my mind. I tasted them with my sixth sense.
“There’s something…not quite sadness…more like nostalgia. Longing?”
Jinx giggled and the vibrations changed to a warm happiness. “That’s so cool! I was thinking about my mother. She died when I was so young that it’s hard to feel sad about it. I just sort of miss her, you know? I always wondered what it would be like if she had lived. Let’s try another one!”
She steadied her face again and concentrated. This time the buzzing grew with tension. My pulse increased a little.
“Anger?” I asked. “Frustration?”
“Yep,” she said, letting the emotion fade. “My cell phone company completely screwed up my bill this month and I spent half of the morning yesterday on the phone with —” she raised her fingers in air quotes “ —customer service, which was really just a call center in Bangalore or someplace.”
I was pretty pleased with myself. Maybe this empathy thing wouldn’t be so bad when I got used to it. I picked up my soda and took a long swig, letting the effervescence tingle the inside of my mouth before swallowing.
“All right,” Jinx continued, “I’m going to summon that same feeling again, only I want you to try to block me.”
“How?” I asked.
She pursed her lips together and squinted. “I don’t know. That is, I don’t know how to describe it. It’s second nature to me now. Okay…use your mind to feel the signal that I’m broadcasting.” She must have turned her thoughts back on Bangalore because the frustration meter ramped up again. “Can you feel it?”
“Yes,” I replied. My eyes drifted closed. Slowly, I reached the tendrils of my mind out to touch the emotions between us. I felt around them, stroking the edges, letting them lap at me like waves rolling and retreating on the wet sand of a beach.
“Now,” she whispered, trying not to break my concentration. “Block me.”
I flexed my mind, squeezing my fists tightly. The sand on my inner beach began to rise, holding the waves back. I could still feel the vibrations out there, but they couldn’t quite reach me. The muscles in my abdomen and shoulders flexed to lend my mind additional strength, but after about thirty seconds, I lost my grip and Jinx’s frustration came pouring through.
“Stop!” I shouted a little louder than I’d meant to.
Jinx let her thoughts fade back to neutral. “That’s good…really good! You actually had me blocked there for a while. How do you feel?”
The “little headache” that she’d warned me about was actually an ice pick being pounded into my frontal lobe. I rubbed my temples in slow circles.
“Ah, your head hurts. Told you that would happen. Want me to get you an Ibuprophen?”
I shook my head. “No, I’ll be okay. Let’s do it again.”



CHAPTER 21
 
AS I PULLED into the parking lot outside the shelter, my brain trembled with a full blown migraine. I accepted some pain reliever from Jinx before leaving her house, and she assured me that the ache would go away soon, but I wished I could go home and crawl into bed. I was ready for this day to end.
Bronwyn’s car was parked in the lot, too. The mortification I felt at lunch seeped back. God, how could I have let Bryan lead me on like that? I chastised myself silently for not asking him about his girlfriend status when we first started talking.
Maybe, I’d get lucky and Bronwyn wouldn’t bring it up.
“Hi, Cady,” Gina said as I walked in the front door. She had her school books splayed out in front of her on the front desk. She worked at the shelter as a vet tech while in veterinary school.
“I can watch the desk for you,” I offered, knowing that it was Gina’s least favorite job.
“Nah,” she replied, biting on the end of her pen. “It’s been really slow today, so I don’t have much else to do. Dr. Kristy is doing paperwork and Bronwyn was waiting for you to come so you guys can walk the dogs together.”
I nodded. “Okay.”
I stopped by the break room to stash my backpack before heading out to the kennels. At the sound of the door hinges, the dogs went nuts, barking and wagging their tails to get attention. Bronwyn was refilling water dishes that had been drained or tipped over during the day.
“Hey,” I said.
“Oh, hi,” she replied, the compassionate look on her face echoed the soft waves of worry coming from her. “How are you? I tried calling.”
“Oh, yeah. My phone’s off.”
Her brows crinkled together in reproof. “So you haven’t talked to Bryan then?”
I sighed. “No, and I’m not going to either.”
“Cady —”
“Save it, Bron,” I snapped a little louder than I’d intended. I felt a twinge of hurt flash off Bronwyn, but it was gone just as quickly. “I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”
She sighed and rolled her eyes to the heavens. “Okay, fine. But I want the record to reflect that I think you should hear him out.”
“Noted.”
I walked over to the leash cabinet and began untangling a few that had fallen to the bottom. By the time Bronwyn finished with the water bowls, I had six dogs leashed up and ready to go.
“So,” she said, as the dogs tugged us along in their excitement. “You haven’t told me how school is going for you since you’ve been back.”
What could I say? While not as fanatic as her parents, Bronwyn’s faith in religion was pretty strong. She wouldn’t even read the horoscopes in the newspaper because she believed they were demonic. How would she react to the revelation that I could feel her emotions vibrating off of her whenever she stepped within my aura field? Would she think I’m possessed or something?
I just shrugged. “It’s okay, I guess. No, actually, it sucks, but I can feel it getting better.”
“Understandable,” she replied. A lab mix that I didn’t know spotted a squirrel and yanked hard on her arm. “Patch! Stop it!”
The errant dog ducked his head and fell back in step beside her. With the subject of Bryan off limits, we settled into an easy conversation about school gossip. After suffering through the wild emotional mood swings brought on by other people, it was nice walking through the woods with my best friend. I’d always thought of her as an even-keel, peaceful person, but now I had firsthand knowledge to back it up. Her cheerfulness brushed along my skin with soft, steady touches. Only when the dogs did something naughty did they stir, like a pebble in a pool of water. I almost felt normal again.
After making our circuit three times with different sets of dogs, we brought the animals inside for the night, tucking them into their indoor kennels. To my pleasure, Bronwyn didn’t mention Bryan again. That was one thing I really loved about her. She never pushed me to talk about things I wanted to avoid.
The peaceful feeling brought on by my best friend was lost the moment I pulled into my driveway. This time, I had no one else to blame for my nervous heart palpitations. Bryan sat on my front steps, the porch light shining down on him as he sat playing some game on his phone. He put it away and stood as I approached.
“Hi, Cady,” he said. He genuinely felt miserable. I could feel it pooling in my gut. Good.
“Bryan,” I replied with a tightness to my voice. I was in no mood to go easy on him, no matter how badly he felt.
He jammed his hands in his pants pockets. “I’ve been texting you all day.”
“I know.”
“You didn’t reply.”
“I didn’t read them.”
He shook his head and gazed at the ground between our feet. His frustration was making my arms break out in goose bumps.
“Cady, will you just give me a chance to explain?”
I placed my fists on my hips. “Fine. You have exactly one minute, then I’m going in to bed. I’ve had a long day.”
He sighed. “Look, Monica and I dated for a few months before I moved here. It wasn’t even all that serious, but we’d been friends before that and when I left, we decided to go back to being just friends.”
“But she’s flying halfway across the country to go to a stupid dance with you? Yeah, that sounds like just a casual thing a friend might do.”
Bryan’s posture slumped and sparks of annoyance shot out from him. “Before school started, I was miserable here. Didn’t know anyone or have anywhere to hang out. I was so bored!” He ran his hand through his hair and blew out a heavy breath from his mouth. “I spent pretty much all of my time on Skype talking to my old friends. Monica had this idea that it might cheer me up to have a date for my first Homecoming here. Her family has money, so it wasn’t that big of a deal for her to score airfare to come out for a weekend. I only agreed because I was lonely.”
Recalling how lonesome Bryan had appeared that first afternoon in the library, my indignation started to falter.
He must have sensed it, because he stepped forward to take up my hands in his and continued. “She booked the tickets months ago, before I even met you. I’m not even all that into dances and things, but if I have to go, I’d rather it be with you.”
The sincerity in his voice was intensified by the warmth in my belly. I hated to admit it, but I could see his point. How could he let this girl come all of the way out to Iowa to see him and not take her to the dance?
“I don’t know why you’re explaining to me anyway,” I said in a huff, “It’s not like I have some claim over you.”
“You don’t?” he asked with a playful grin. “I’d say you have plenty of claim over me.” He wrapped his arms around my waist and drew me to his chest.
The proximity of his scent and the warmth of his sentiment won me over. Being in direct contact with his skin made it impossible for me to resist. I lifted my arms up around his shoulders and rested my head on his chest, his heart thumping in time to the waves of affection that he was unknowingly sending through my body. We stood there holding each other and swaying slightly with the breeze for a long moment.
“So,” he whispered into my hair, “I think I have a solution for my little dance predicament.”
“Hmm?” I replied with my eyes closed so I could concentrate on the beat of his heart.
“Well, I have a plan, but I’ll have to fill you in on it later. I need to get home now. My mother wants me there for dinner tonight. Joy. Joy.” He rolled his eyes.
“Okay. I’ll talk to you later,” I said, rising on my tip-toes for a kiss before he left.
Once inside the house, I shucked my shoes and went to the kitchen to fix something to eat. I was squeezing the unnaturally-orange-but-incredibly-tasty cheese into the pot of boiled macaroni when Aaron came bounding up the basement steps.
“Hey,” he grunted, dipping his finger through the river of fake cheese and licking it off.
“Ew! You better have clean hands.” I shoved him away.
He laughed. “Just took a shower.”
His hair was damp.
“Do you want any?” I offered.
“Nah,” he said, tying his shoes. “Going over to Trent’s house for a Call of Duty marathon.”
“Maybe you should try a homework marathon one of these nights.”
“You’re so funny!” he mocked before running out the door.
I was pouring mac and cheese into a bowl when from upstairs I heard the clatter of shattering glass and the boom of something heavy falling on the floor. Mom! Abandoning my bowl, I ran up the steps two at a time and burst into my mom’s bedroom without knocking.
“Mom?” I called out. The flickering light coming from the TV was the only light in the room, but I could see her bed was empty, the covers pulled back and resting half on the floor.
A moan sounded from the direction of the closed bathroom door.
I knocked, my other hand poised on the knob, ready to fling it open. Tendrils of fear, self-loathing and pain snaked through from inside, threatening to cut off my breathing, but around the edges of the emotions I detected the fuzziness of intoxication.
“Mom, are you okay? Can I come in?”
I heard her mumble something and then the word “fine.” She didn’t sound fine. I turned the knob and opened the door.
On the floor next to the shower, my mother was sprawled out naked and dripping blood from dozens of tiny cuts all over her arms, hands and torso. Silvery shards of mirrored glass were scattered on the sink and the tile and glinted off of her skin.
“Holy shit, Mom! What happened?”
“Dun know . . .slip . . .outta nowhere . . .” she mumbled, her eyes glassy and her hands flailing wildly. The wall above the sink held only an empty frame, making the room feel small.
I leaned in, careful not to step on glass in my stocking feet, inspecting her wounds. From my vantage, none looked overly serious, but each trickled several inches of crimson fluid. My mother’s eyes drifted closed, and she continued to mumble unintelligibly. She was a mess, but she’d survive.
Frustration began to overtake my worry. I concentrated on bringing my emotional shields up and locking them into place just as Jinx taught me. I knew I’d end up with one heck of a headache later, but I didn’t need Mom’s depression and drunken stupor killing my post-Bryan buzz.
“Mom, we have to get you out of the glass before you cut yourself more.” I reached to help her up, but my hands slipped on the rivers of blood trailing her arms. This wasn’t going to work.
“Don’t move.”
I ran to the bedroom closet where I yanked on a pair of my mother’s tennis shoes. Grabbing a pair of slippers and a bathrobe for her, I hurried back to her side.
Mom cried, snot and slobber rolling down over her chin. I bent to put the slippers on her feet. I may have had the right and left mixed up, but at least there would be some protection for when she stood up . . .if I could get her to stand anyway.
My nose wrinkled at the scent of blood and alcohol and unwashed body. With my eyes averted as much as possible from her nakedness, I brushed the loose glass from her skin and wrapped the robe around her. “Come on, Mom, work with me here . . .” I grunted, trying to thread her arms into the sleeves while she continued to fidget.
When she was reasonably covered, I took a towel down from the rack and swept as much of the glass away from her bare legs and bottom as possible.
“I need to get you to the bedroom, Mom. You have to stand and walk.” She nodded, but her eyes were closed, and I had doubts whether she really understood.
Standing behind her sitting form, I gripped my mother by the underarms and began to lift. “Mom, stand up. That’s right, move your leg . . .no, the other one . . .that’s good . . .”
With Herculean effort, I managed to get my mother into her bedroom and deposited onto a reading chair in the corner. She slumped back like a ragdoll, all loose limbed and boneless. The blood was going to completely ruin the powder blue upholstery, but I couldn’t care less.
“Stay here,” I told her. “I’m going to call 911.”
“No!” she yelled.
With the jolt of her fear pounding against my shields, my head snapped around to look at her. The word must have shocked her too because her eyes flashed a moment of lucidity before she collapsed into another fit of sobs.
“Don fine me lik dis,” she slurred.
My heart cracked remembering my mother as she used to be, the perfect picture of the career woman, all manicured and styled. Could that really be her slouched in front of me, her bloody robe open, her papery skin hanging on her emaciated skeleton? Had she always been gray? Regular hair appointments ensured I’d never seen her roots before, but now almost an inch of ashy growth framed her face.
No, I couldn’t let anyone find her like this.
“Fine, but you have to work with me here. I’ll need to inspect your cuts and make sure all of the glass is out. If you make this hard on me or if you need stitches, I’ll have to take you in to the hospital. Understand?”
I realized I was talking to her like she was a child, but she nodded and tried to sit up straighter.
“Be right back.”
I returned a few minutes later, arms loaded with first-aid items to discover my mother passed out cold in the chair. Maybe it was better this way. I lowered my mental shields, not needing them anymore. A sharp headache immediately ricocheted through my brain, setting my teeth on edge. I took a few deep breaths to steady myself. I turned on the overhead light and dragged over a reading lamp so I could spotlight in on any glints of mirror. Starting at her shoulders and working down I cleansed, disinfected and bandaged. Several times I had to use the tweezers to fish shards from her skin. Thankfully, none of the cuts looked deep enough to require stitches, but she would have lots of scars. I made a mental note to pick her up some of that scar reducing cream next time I went to the grocery store.
At some point during my ministrations, I had to drag my mother to the floor so I could reach her backside. When she was cleaned and wrapped like a mummy, I turned her on her side, tucked a pillow under her head, and covered her with a blanket. I considered cleaning up the mess of blood and glass from the bathroom, but I was tired, my head pounded and part of me wanted her to see the mess she’d made when she sobered up.



CHAPTER 22
 
“I CAN’T BELIEVE I let Bryan talk me into this,” Aaron muttered as he straightened his tie in front of the mirror in our foyer. He agreed to the tie after fierce negotiations where I ended up agreeing to write his Great Expectations essay. “Who is this chick again?”
“Monica…something. She’s Bryan’s ex-girlfriend,” I replied, fiddling with the strap on my heels.
In the days since “the incident” Mom refused to speak about it to me. When I’d come home from school the following day, she was asleep in her bed. A glance into the bathroom showed it to be perfectly clean. In fact, if it weren’t for the missing mirror, I might have thought I’d imagined the whole thing. I started to smile, thinking my mom had it together enough to clean up after herself, but then I remembered the house keeper had been there that day. I groaned thinking of the horrible mess left for her. I called my dad and asked him to cut a check for the maid for an additional hundred dollars. He had sort of taken over the whole money thing for the household since Mom obviously wasn’t doing it. He agreed to the tip without asking why, a fact for which I was supremely grateful.
Anyway, I hadn’t had time to shop for a Homecoming dress, so that morning, after an hour of debating with myself, I’d raided Lony’s closet. Her bedroom door had been closed since the funeral, entombing her citrusy scent inside. My heart hurt, as if breaking the seal to her room would somehow allow her spirit to leave us forever.
An eerie feeling snaked up my spine as I took in the familiar bedroom. Several clothing items were strewn across her bed and on the floor, reminding me of the three times she had changed before we’d gone out on the night of her accident. I fingered a cotton sweater on her bed, her first choice of outfit that night, and wondered whether things would’ve been different had she decided to wear this instead. We might have gotten out of the house ten minutes earlier, met up with her friends ten minutes earlier, maybe gone on the hike through the woods ten minutes earlier. We could have been a mile away from the tracks by the time that train rolled through.
Lony and I have shared clothes our whole lives, so going into her closet shouldn’t have bothered me, but it did. I used to yell at her for taking my things without asking. Now, I was the one doing it to her.
“Sorry, Lon,” I muttered out loud in case she could hear me on some level.
Lony’s closet had enough clothes in it for five people, and all of it stuffed in haphazardly. I rifled through as best as I could until my fingers latched onto a dress that would work. It was the color of lilac blossoms and the fabric was just as delicate. The hem of the tiered skirt just barely reached the knee and the fitted top highlighted my figure. My sister had only worn it once, and that was to Cane’s cousin’s wedding or something, so I could get away with recycling it for a school event. After a little more digging, I even found a light jacket to pair with it.
Before leaving her room, I stole another glance around. I suppose at some point, my mother would need to get rid of Lony’s things, although no one mentioned it yet. My eyes moistened at the thought of all traces of my sister being stripped away in favor of some generic looking guest room.
“I don’t know why I even agreed to do this,” Aaron complained for the four millionth time. “I hate dances! And things better not get awkward between you and this Monica girl. If this turns into a pissing contest over Bryan, I’m coming back home.”
“Don’t worry about it,” I said, assuring my brother as much as myself. “Bryan says everything will be cool. Maybe you’ll even like her.”
Aaron sighed and mumbled, “Like that would do me any good with her living across the country.”
I rolled my eyes. Whine much?
The sound of Bryan’s car pulling into my driveway sent me to the mirror to check my hair one last time. I had curled the whole thing and pinned the sides up so that it cascaded down my back like a waterfall. I even put on make-up for the first time in forever. Although I hated to admit it to myself, part of the reason I wanted to look good was so I could hold my own next to Monica.
Aaron opened the door to let Bryan in. He was wearing a pair of black dress pants and a pale green button down shirt with a silver tie. The leather scent from his long, black jacket added to his normal sandalwood, making my head light and fuzzy. In his hands was a small plastic carton containing a corsage.
“Whoa,” he whispered. Sparks of happiness jolted off of him, making me blush. I guess he likes the dress.
“Thanks. You look nice too.”
“Here,” he said, getting the corsage out of the carton and tying it around my wrist. It was a white orchid threaded with streaks of purple mounted on a lavender ribbon. Once the bow was secured, Bryan gathered me in his arms for a long, slow kiss. The warmth of his affection ran through my limbs.
“If you two are going to make out all night, I’m staying home,” Aaron warned.
I flashed him a dirty look.
“We should go anyway,” Bryan replied. “Monica’s back at my house. She wasn’t quite ready, so I offered to swing back to pick her up on our way to dinner. Besides, my mom wants to meet you.”
My heart did a somersault in my chest. Meet his mother? Good thing that would be before dinner, so I wouldn’t accidentally hurl on her shoes.
Bryan helped me into my jacket, and the three of us walked out to the car.
“Nice ride,” Aaron commented with genuine appreciation while sliding into the back of the dark, shiny SUV.
“It’s my mother’s,” Bryan explained, backing out of the drive. “She let me borrow it for the night. I thought it’d be more comfortable. I think it looks like something a Secret Service agent would use to tail the President.”
I sank into the leather passenger seat and listened to the boys talk about their favorite cars. I’d never been to Bryan’s house before, but I had a pretty good idea from the neighborhood that Bryan’s parents had some major cash. His street was lined with huge homes with sprawling, manicured lawns. My nervousness returned as he pulled into a circular driveway in front of a modern, two-story house made of pale brick. The sun had just disappeared over the horizon, but every light in the house was on. These people obviously didn’t have to worry about paying their electric bills.
“Wow, you live here?”
“Yeah,” Bryan replied with a sigh. He felt embarrassed, but I wasn’t sure if that was due to his ostentatious house or his mother standing in the doorway waving at us.
I climbed out of the SUV and straightened my skirt before following Bryan up the walk.
“Mom, this is Cady and her brother Aaron.”
“It’s nice to meet you both,” his mother said with a warm smile. “I’ve heard so much about you.”
“It’s nice to meet you too, Mrs. Sullivan,” I replied, shaking her cool hand. She was taller than me, but not by much, and her eyes were exactly the same dark pools as Bryan’s. Sensing a faint stirring of nerves coming from her went a long way toward easing mine. She wanted to make a good impression on me, too.
“Call me Joan, please.” She stepped aside and gestured for us to enter. “Come on in. I told Monica you’re here. She’ll be right down.”
The foyer was as big as my whole bedroom and twice as tall. An open staircase of dark, polished wood stretched up to the second story. It looked like the kind of staircase a Disney princess would float down on in a frothy gown to meet her Prince Charming for the ball. Knowing that was just the entrance that Monica would make soon didn’t cheer me at all.
Bryan wrapped his arm loosely around my waist while Joan made polite conversation with my brother about his college plans. As far as I knew he didn’t have any, so I was surprised when he mentioned applying to a graphic design program in Minneapolis.
“I’ve never seen you in a dress before. You look beautiful,” Bryan whispered into my ear, making my neck tingle. “Maybe we could drop Aaron and Monica off at the dance and find some place to be alone.”
“Shhh,” I replied, my cheeks burning. Not that it didn’t sound like a good idea, but the last thing I needed was for his mother to overhear him talking to me that way.
“And how about you, Cady?” Joan asked. “Have you given any thought to college yet?”
I opened my mouth to respond, but the words caught in my throat at the sight of the most gorgeous girl I’d ever seen walking down that fabulous staircase. She was built tall and willowy with legs that went on forever. She wore her blond hair in a short pixie cut, the kind only fashion models could pull off. Her dress was a strapless jade green with a short skirt that might have looked trashy on anyone else, but on her was glamorous.
“Hi,” she called out. “Sorry to keep you waiting.” She strolled past me to Aaron. “So you must be my date.”
Aaron stared at her, corsage in hand and lips parted. You didn’t need to be an empath to feel the heat coming off of him. My foot itched to kick him in the shin.
“You’re Monica?” he asked, his voice cracking like a thirteen-year-old.
She nodded and gave a sly grin. “I sure am. Is that for me?”
Aaron looked at the corsage in his hands as if he didn’t know how it had gotten there. “Uh, yeah.”
Her corsage was one meant to be pinned to the dress, meaning the only place to attach it was directly above her breast. His fingers fumbled with the pin, obviously struggling to keep his mind out of the gutter and on the task at hand. The combination of his terror and arousal was making my hands tremble. Monica seemed to be enjoying his discomfort a little too much for my tastes.
“Let me do that before you stab yourself,” I said, stepping forward to take the pin out of his hand. Aaron looked relieved.
I stood in front of Monica uneasily while she grinned down at me. She had to be at least five foot ten and in her heels, she towered over me. Her feeling of superiority made my jaw clench. The differences between us were glaringly obvious, and I didn’t appreciate having to look up to speak to her.
“Here you go,” I said, securing the flower to her dress.
“Thanks,” she replied, refocusing on my brother. I knew I’d been dismissed.
I stepped back to my place beside Bryan again, needing to get some distance from Monica’s vibes of over confidence. Seeing me, she obviously didn’t feel any need to worry. It made me wonder if she truly was over Bryan or if she just didn’t see me as competition.
I didn’t have to wait long to find out the answer. When Monica turned her gaze on Bryan, I was struck by a heady combination of desire, jealousy and yes —a little bit of love. Not that her face betrayed any of this. Monica’s lips curled into a cool smile. Her passion made me feel like vomiting.
“So, Bryan,” she said, “Aren’t you going to introduce us?”
A ripple of tension rolled off of him. “Oh, yeah. This is Cady. Cady, this is my friend, Monica.”
“Nice to meet you,” I choked out, hoping my plastic grin didn’t look too unnatural. Monica surveyed me and that annoying confidence came raging back. My belly tightened with humiliation.
“Well, should we go?” She said it like a question, but we all sort of knew it was a command. Monica slipped a silk jacket on, and we all followed her out of the house like lemmings. Bryan’s mom waved to us from the door as we pulled out of the drive.
Neither Bryan nor I said much on the way to the Italian restaurant where he had reserved a table for us. Monica prattled on in the back seat, asking my brother questions like she was interested in him, but I knew it was for show. I can’t explain it really, but I could feel her trying to make Bryan jealous. She would be looking Aaron in the eyes and smiling at him as he spoke, but the waves of her emotions were rolling toward Bryan. It was the first time I realized I could actually sense the direction of the vibrations, adding a whole new level of insight for me. As far as I could tell, Bryan didn’t seem to be reacting to her. He held my hand, stroking his guitar calloused thumb in slow circles on the back of my hand, and watched the road.
At the restaurant, we followed the hostess to a table in the back corner of the room. Bryan gave me a reassuring grin as he held my chair out for me. I took a deep breath to clear the tension in my chest. Bryan likes me, I told myself. I have nothing to worry about.
The restaurant was busy, about half of the customers being other kids going out before Homecoming. It was a popular date option for students because the atmosphere was elegant, but the prices weren’t too high. Bryan waved at a couple of guys from the jazz band, and Aaron excused himself for a minute to go talk to Trent, who was there with some sophomore girl.
Monica was seated directly in front of me. I already knew what I wanted to order, but I scanned the menu anyway to keep from watching her. Monica didn’t bother opening hers. The weight of her stare was making me itch.
“So, Cady,” she said, her tone dripping with friendliness, “Bryan hasn’t told me anything about you. What’s your story?”
I wasn’t sure what to say. My mind was completely blank, and I’m sure it showed on my face. Luckily, Bryan rescued me.
“Cady is the first friend I made when school started,” he explained. “We have a class together, but she never noticed me. For days, I stared at the back of her head and wanted to talk to her, but then I literally ran into her in the library. Not my smoothest move, but she didn’t hold it against me.”
My heart warmed at his admission that he was interested in me even before we officially met. Maybe I really didn’t have anything to worry about with Monica.
“Did Bryan ever tell you how he and I met?” she asked.
Bryan never mentioned you, I thought to myself. “No, he didn’t.”
“We were only about seven years old. Our fathers were both working for the same investment firm at the time, and his family came over to our Fourth of July picnic. He was this scrawny little thing who wouldn’t talk.” She laughed with her mouth open, showing her pearly teeth.
Bryan gave her a mock glare, but then smiled. “I told you,” he explained to me. “I was home schooled, so I didn’t have a lot of experience with other kids, much less with girls.”
“So, my sister and I thought it’d be fun to dress him up,” she continued. “We took him up to our room and made him put on this little yellow dress. We clipped barrettes in his hair and put on some of our mother’s lipstick. We wanted blush too, but couldn’t find any, so we smudged the lipstick on his cheeks. He looked like some warped version of a drag queen!”
“Don’t listen to her,” he said squeezing my hand lightly. “I looked hot.”
“I bet you did,” I replied, rolling my eyes.
“When we had him all dressed up, we wanted to make a big production about showing him off, so my sister, who was like ten at the time got out her portable CD player and her Grease Soundtrack —”
“Yeah, yeah,” Bryan interrupted. “They made me parade around the backyard in front of everyone to the song ‘Look at Me, I’m Sandra Dee.’ Real hilarious.”
I had to admit, it was funny, and I giggled along with Monica.
“My brother never let me live that down either,” he muttered.
Aaron returned to our table just as the waiter appeared. I ordered the veggie lasagna which came in a slice almost as large as the plate. Monica got a Caesar salad with the dressing on the side. She would dunk her fork in the dressing before stabbing her lettuce. I guess I understood now how she was so thin.
After dinner, we headed over to the high school. The cafeteria was transformed by the magic of the school Spirit Committee. The tables had all been folded away, leaving only some folding chairs in different areas of the room for people to sit in when they got sick of dancing. The florescent lights were off, the only illumination coming from thousands of white Christmas lights laced around the ceiling and dripping down the walls. A long table at one end had punch and soda being served by some student volunteers, and a couple strategically placed bins of dry ice sent billows of fog rolling over the floor.
“Do you dance?” Monica shouted to Aaron over the up-tempo pop music.
He nodded, taking her hand and leading her out to the dance floor. I’d never seen my brother dance before, but he managed to pull it off without looking any worse than anyone else. Monica undulated next to him, a little too closely.
Across the room, I spotted a photographer taking pictures of the couples. “Let’s get our picture taken.” I suggested.
“Sure,” Bryan shrugged.
Walking across the room, I tensed up at the onslaught of emotions coming from the crowd. Luckily, most of the students were in good moods. When I got within range of the dancers though, the elation coming off of them made my head dizzy. I clutched Bryan’s arm. The direct contact helping to filter some of the emotional pollution out.
“You okay?” he yelled.
I nodded and led him away from the dancers.
“Are you sure?” he asked. “You looked like you were going to faint for a minute there. Do you want me to get you something to drink?”
My body was still a little woozy. “Just some punch, I think.”
“Be right back.”
Bryan threaded his way through the crowd, while I staked a claim on the wall. This was only the second dance I’d been to, and the only semi-formal. Lony had made me go with her to the back-to-school dance at the beginning of our freshman year. It was okay until she latched onto some cute boy and left me alone for the rest of the night.
I spotted Shawn and Angelique coming toward me from the dance floor. They were both breathing heavy and damp with sweat. Shawn was dressed like a 1920’s gangster and Angelique wore a vintage flapper dress, complete with the matching headband wrapped around her forehead.
“Hey, girl!” Shawn called out. “Where’d your hot date go?”
“To get me something to drink. You guys having fun?”
Angelique draped her arm around Shawn’s shoulders. “Are you kidding? This DJ is incredible! Every song he has played so far has been killer!”
“How’re your brother and the ex getting along?” Shawn asked, after Angelique excused herself to use the restroom.
I gestured for him to take a look for himself. Aaron and Monica were wrapped up in each other grinding like they’ve been lovers for years. Aaron had this stupid grin on his face like he won the lottery or something. I gave them five minutes before some chaperone went over and broke them up.
“Whoa!” Shawn replied. “She’s cute.”
“She’s more than cute,” I pointed out honestly, unable to mask the hostility in my voice. “She still has the hots for Bryan too.”
“Did she say something to you?”
“She didn’t have to,” I answered. “Call it intuition.”
Bryan returned holding two plastic cups of pink punch. I sniffed and noticed right away that someone had spiked it. Oh, well, I thought, raising it to my lips and drinking it anyway. The strawberry liquid burned down my throat.
“Woah, that’s strong!” Bryan exclaimed after gulping his down.
“Yeah, I saw a few of the football players dumping Smirnoff in the bowl a while ago,” said Shawn.
We talked for a few minutes more before Angelique returned and danced Shawn away.
Bryan took my empty cup and tossed it with his into the garbage. “Come on. Let’s get our picture taken.”
We walked over to the photography area and stood in the short line. When our turn came up, we positioned ourselves in front of a light blue backdrop and posed with our arms around each other. I knew from seeing other people’s homecoming pictures in the past that they always turned out cheesy, but I didn’t care. I was happy having Bryan by my side for the whole school to see.
A slow song came on and the crowd on the dance floor changed. New couples rotating in to rock back and forth with their dates as those who came stag sloughed off to find something to drink.
“Wanna dance?” Bryan asked.
I nodded and let him lead me out by the hand. I kept us on the edge of the crowd and my body in direct contact with his, so I wouldn’t be overcome by the emotions of the crowd again. Bryan pulled me into his arms, and I rested my head on his chest where I could hear his heart beat in time to the music.
Being so close blocked out the vibrations from the others, allowing me to tap fully into him. The same calm glow that I was used to from Bryan was there, but also something else, something that made my pulse quicken and caused me to press against him tighter. I let out a little gasp when I felt the evidence of what it was.
My body stirred in response to his, and I lifted my lips to meet his. His fingers roamed lightly over the exposed skin on my back and down my side. Our breathing turned shallow.
“Oh, Bryan,” I moaned as I pressed myself against him and rode the waves of his closeness.
“Thank you for coming with me tonight,” he said into my ear, his hot breath sending a shiver down my neck. “I hated the idea of having to take Monica.”
“Why?” I asked, “She’s gorgeous. All of the guys would’ve been jealous of you.”
Bryan shrugged. “She’s pretty, but she’s not you.” Bryan drew back to look me in the eyes. “I’m being honest here…I dated her because she was fun, but I never felt for her what I feel for you.” His hands tightened on my waist and his expression seemed to be waiting for a response. My head spun with the headiness of it all.
“I haven’t dated much,” I admitted. “But I’ve never liked anyone as much as I like you either.”
His mouth broke into a grin, and he bent to kiss me again.
After two slow songs, the DJ went back to fast ones, so we left the dance floor. My head swam as if intoxicated by him. Bryan steered me over to introduce me to Jeff and Tim, his friends from the jazz band. I remembered Tim from a biology class we had together the year before. He had a reputation for being a talented guitarist, and I’d heard he played in a band with some college guys. Tim’s date, Kelly Locke, lives down the street from me. We used to play with each other sometimes when we were kids. I didn’t catch the name of the mousey-looking girl standing next to Jeff. Her discomfort and self-consciousness was killing my buzz.
“What’re you guys doing after this?” Tim asked. “My parents are gone for the weekend, so I’m having a few people over. You can stop by if you want.”
Bryan looked at me and shrugged.
“I don’t think I really have a curfew,” I said. “My mom never notices me coming or going lately.”
“Okay, maybe we’ll stop by then,” Bryan told him. Tim texted Bryan his address.
The music paused after a song, and a little screech of feedback alerted me to the girl standing on a raised platform trying to get everyone’s attention.
“Excuse me!” she called out. It was Vanessa Moriarty, the Homecoming Queen and one of Lony’s cheerleading friends. “Can I have your attention?”
The room quieted to a low murmur.
“I’d like to take a few minutes to remember my good friend, Avalon Day, who tragically passed away in September.”
I groaned and Bryan took my hand.
“The tradition of Homecoming is one where students and alumni come together to celebrate our alma mater,” she read off an index card. “This year, Lony’s missing presence has affected us all. She was one of the nicest girls I’ve ever known, so fun and full of life. That’s why the Senior High cheer squad has put together a short memorial slide show to honor her memory. We’ll follow the show with a moment of silence.”
One of the cheerleaders rolled a projector out and shined it on a large screen hung against the wall. A shot of Lony’s sophomore yearbook picture flashed up and Sarah McLaughlin’s “I Will Remember You” started to play.
“I think I’m going to go to the bathroom,” I said to Bryan.
“Are you okay?” His concern lapping at my mind.
“I’m fine, really. I just need to walk. I’ll be back.”



CHAPTER 23
 
I SLIPPED OUT the cafeteria door into the brightly lit hallway. Instead of going into the bathroom though, I headed out of the side doors toward an outdoor seating area. I sucked in the fresh night air and hugged my arms to fend off the autumn chill. Since the school sits on top of a hill, I had a pretty good view of the city lights.
A shuffle sound to my left caught my attention. I peeked around the corner of the building and saw the silhouette of a guy sitting on the grass alone, his face buried in his hands. I was too far away to judge his emotions, but I thought something might be wrong.
I walked slowly toward him. When I got within fifteen feet, he must have heard my footsteps and his head snapped up. It was Cane Matthews.
He jumped to his feet and held the wall of the school for support. He appeared to be tipsy. The expression on his face was one of shock, all round, glassy eyes and paleness. His mouth opened as if to say something, but no words came out.
“Cane…” I said, not knowing what to say to him. Ever since the accident, I got the distinct impression that he hated me, or at least hated looking at me.
“Oh, Cady,” he replied breathlessly. “You scared me. You’re wearing her dress.”
For the briefest of moments, he must have thought I was my sister. I continued walking forward, but once I stepped within range of his emotions, my stomach clenched up so tightly that I almost doubled over. He was a one-man hurricane of sorrow. I would’ve expected sadness, but the overwhelming guilt shocked me. What does he have to feel guilty about? My hands shook and the muscles in my shoulders compressed.
“It hurts to look at you,” he said, stepping up so close I could smell the booze on his breath. He reached up with his finger and traced my bottom lip.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered, although whether I meant I was sorry for my looks or sorry for his loss, I couldn’t tell.
“I always thought you were prettier though,” he continued, his words slurring slightly. “Bet you never knew that. You’re so natural and carefree. Lony was so…polished.” He spit it out like a dirty word.
I trembled under the weight of the icy waves coming off his skin, and his drunkenness was making me dizzy. I thought about blocking him, but I didn’t want to give myself a blinding migraine and ruin the rest of my night.
Cane tightened his fists by his sides. “Don’t get me wrong, I cared about your sister. I did. But I just couldn’t do it anymore. I couldn’t take the fighting all the time.”
“W-what are you saying, Cane?”
He didn’t answer right away. His green eyes glazed with alcohol roamed over my face as if committing it to memory. Finally, he whispered, “I did something unforgivable.”
What in the hell is he talking about? My abdominal muscles ached from the tension between us, and pressure built up behind my eyes. I put my hand on the bricks of the building to keep myself upright and allowed my mind to flick back to that night.
I could see them walking along the tracks. I couldn’t hear their words, but Lony was gesturing wildly. She kept stopping like she wanted him to also, but he never did. He kept walking ahead of her with his hands jammed in his pockets, so she would have to rush to catch up. When the headlight on the train swept around the corner, both faces looked up in shock. At that point, a good twenty feet separated them. Cane moved first, jumping off the tracks. When Lony stood frozen, he turned back yelling at her to move. Lony snapped out of it and tried to flee, but her sandal caught on a rail and she fell down. Cane ran back toward her, but he was too late.
I squeezed my eyes to keep the tears from escaping. “Cane, I saw it. I remember every detail. You are not responsible for Lony getting hit by the train.”
He shook his head. His drunken dizziness slipped over me, making my head spin.
“You don’t understand,” he argued through clenched teeth, tugging on his hair in frustration. Now, anger filled him, adding to the mix. The cold burn of it filled my veins with ice water, causing me to hold the wall of the building for support. Cane turned on his heel and started in the direction of the parking lot.
“Cane, wait!” I yelled.
When he ignored me, I ran after him as quickly as my delicate shoes would allow, catching up to him just as he approached his truck. I grabbed his wrist as he reached for the door handle.
Cane spun me around and pressed my back up against the cold metal door. One arm was wrapped around my back, clutching my hair with his fist. The other hand pressed against the driver door, trapping me in place.
“It should have been me!” he hissed, his eyes moist with unshed tears.
The ferocity of his emotions froze me to the bone. My teeth chattered audibly.
“I fucked up, and it should have been me. If I hadn’t…” He trailed off.
“If you hadn’t what, Cane?” my voice shook. “There was nothing you could have done. What, do you wish you would’ve thrown yourself on the tracks too?”
“Maybe I should have! She didn’t deserve to die like that, with her heart broken.”
“What are you talking about?” My body trembled with the cold pulsing off of him. My headache was reaching migraine levels and causing my vision to blur. I couldn’t have blocked him now if I tried.
“I broke up with her,” Cane said through gritted teeth. “I told her that it was over, that I didn’t love her.”
I gasped, but couldn’t form any words.
“We were walking behind you guys, and she started in on me because she thought I was paying more attention to Carly Smith in the parking lot than to her.” His grip on my hair relaxed a bit, but he didn’t let me go.
I remembered the red-head from the parking lot.
“Lon was just mad because Carly and I know people that she didn’t, and she felt excluded by our conversation. I get that, but we’d been having the same sort of arguments repeatedly for months, and I was tired of it. Just because I talk to another girl, it doesn’t mean I’m interested in them. Carly is my second cousin, by the way, not that Lony asked before jumping to conclusions.”
Talking about that night seemed to be helping him, and I wondered if I was the first person he admitted any of this to. I had the distinct impression that I was somehow absorbing his anger. The waves of his emotions were still as cold, but were coming less intense now. Only in the places where he touched me did I feel any warmth at all. I leaned against him, drawn like a cat to a sunny spot.
“So, you broke up with her?”
“Yes,” he admitted. He bent to rest his forehead against mine. “I’m so sorry, Cady. I’m so sorry she had to die knowing that I didn’t want her anymore. And then people were so supportive and nice to me thinking I’d lost my girlfriend. It made everything a million times worse.”
I wasn’t sure how I felt about Cane’s confession. On one hand, the thought of Lony’s last moments being ones of pain broke my heart. I thought back to those minutes that I’d experienced before passing out. I remember that feeling of loss. At the time, I thought it was the loss of her life that had her so sorrowful, but now, I could see a whole different side to what must have been going through her head.
But another part of me understood how Cane felt and longed to comfort his sorrow away. Lony’s death was not his fault, and he’d had every right to break up with her if he wanted to. I never understood how they handled all of the stress from their bickering anyway. Perhaps it was due to the contact of our bodies making the emotional connection between us so strong, but I could feel how his guilt was tearing him up inside. I couldn’t be angry with him for hurting my sister. Not when he was hurting too. I reached my arms around his shoulders to pull him to me. He crumpled against me, burying his face into my shoulder.
After a moment, my friendly hug turned into a different kind of embrace. The full length of him was pressed against me, trapping me between his muscled body and the steel door of his truck. Our breathing grew shallow, and I was too aware of our hearts beating in unison. For the second time that night, my traitorous body echoed the stirrings of another’s arousal. The heat of his growing passion flowed through me, awakening a need deep in my belly. My mouth dropped open in shock just as Cane leaned in and kissed me deeply. I couldn’t fight my body’s response to his hot mouth, faintly tasting of vodka. For one moment, I allowed myself to kiss him back, letting my tongue match the rhythmic movements of his, trailing my fingers down the strong plane of his broad back. The feedback of our completed circuit of emotions threatened to carry me away…until I remembered Bryan. I brought my fists up to push against Cane’s chest.
“Stop!” I cried, twisting my body to get out from the jail of his arms.
Cane snapped his head back in surprise as if just realizing what he did. The drunken glaze was completely gone from his eyes. He let go of me and stumbled back.
“Oh, Jesus, Cady. I’m sorry!”
Both of us had tears in our eyes. I felt a new remorse flood in alongside his original guilt. Without the heat of his body, the sharp coldness returned making my insides shiver.
“It’s all right, Cane.” I reached for his arm to comfort him, but he flinched away. Suddenly, an emotion hit me in the chest, causing me to stumble back against the truck. The freeze was so intense that when I gasped, a plume of fog came out of my mouth. Even if I had not been able to feel it, one look at Cane’s face told me what it was…self-hatred.
He shoved me out of the way and climbed into his pick-up.
“Cane, I don’t think you’re in any condition to drive.” I tried to reach for his keys, but he slammed the door in my face.
“Cane!” I yelled, beating on the window with my fists. “Don’t go! At least let me drive you!”
He lowered the window and fixed a hostile glare on me. “What? Are you afraid I’ll get into an accident? Maybe kill myself? It’s no less than I deserve.”
“Don’t talk like that! If you want to go home, I’ll take you. Let me in.”
“No, Cady. Home’s the last place I want to go.” With that he closed the window and threw the truck in gear. He tore out of the parking lot, his wheels spinning a black mark on the pavement.
I stood there immobile, my body rapidly warming with him out of my presence. But I couldn’t let Cane go off like that. What if he hurt himself? I tried to concentrate on whether any of his emotions indicated he was suicidal, but I couldn’t tell. Once again, I cursed the fact that my abilities didn’t allow me to read minds like Jinx. Jinx! I turned and ran to the building. The high school was on the edge of her range, but Cane must have been broadcasting loud enough for her to pick up on his thoughts in the parking lot.
Back inside the dance, the flashing lights and hard thumping bass attacked my aching head. Across the room, Bryan looked surprised when he saw me rush in, but I ignored him and ran straight to the coat racks to fish my cell phone out of my pocket.
“Cady, what’s wrong?” Bryan asked, coming up alongside me.
Ignoring his concern, I dialed Jinx’s number. “Crap! I can’t hear in here!”
I rushed back to the doors with Bryan on my heels.
“Jinx! Can you hear me?” I asked, tears springing to my eyes. I blinked them away before they could spill.
“Not sure if he’s suicidal or not,” she answered without me having to ask the question, “but he’s headed out to the Mines of Spain.”
“Oh, no!” I said, “He’s been drinking. He could get hurt out there.”
“Do you want me to take you out to get him?”
I looked over at Bryan. “No, I’ll have Bryan take me. Thanks.” I hung up. Turning to Bryan, “Cane’s in trouble, and someone needs to go get him.”
Bryan nodded. “Let me go get Aaron and Monica.”



CHAPTER 24
 
BRYAN DISAPPEARED BACK inside the dance. Sobs clawed at the back of my throat, but I refused to give in to them. My body shook from the wild physical changes it had experienced with Cane. I rolled my neck to loosen up my shoulders, but the knots were in there solid.
I couldn’t believe Cane kissed me. Even worse? I couldn’t believe I kissed him back! What came over me? It was almost like I’d had no control over myself, but at the same time, it was all me. For that one moment, I wanted him. I couldn’t dwell on it though because just then Bryan returned carrying both of our jackets, Aaron and Monica right behind him.
Aaron’s face clouded with concern when he saw me trembling. “You okay? What’s going on?”
“I’ll tell you in the car.” I promised as we jogged off to the vehicle.
Once in the passenger seat, I turned the heat up full blast and pulled on my jacket. My teeth chattered uncontrollably. The fact that everyone else in the car was all keyed up and confused wasn’t helping me calm down.
“Head toward the Mines of Spain,” I instructed. Bryan nodded and turned south.
“Why?” Aaron demanded. “I don’t think that’s a very good idea. It’s too dark and you don’t look steady enough to go tromping through the woods.”
I quickly told them about Cane’s state of mind and that he’d been drinking. Aaron still didn’t like the idea of me going after him, but he shut his mouth and didn’t try to talk me out of it.
“Are you okay?” Bryan asked, real concern showing in his eyes, brushing my skin with a loving coolness. I nodded, but the concern in his eyes fueled my guilt. I really liked this boy, but I kissed someone else not fifteen minutes earlier. Not just anyone, but my dead sister’s boyfriend. The cramping in my belly had nothing to do with the emotions of the other passengers in the vehicle.
At a stop light, Bryan reached over and grasped my hand. “Jesus, your hands are freezing!” He raised his hand to touch my burning cheek. “I think you have a fever.”
“I’ll be okay in a few minutes,” I replied. My trembling had nearly stopped, but I felt light headed. I guess when emotions were strong enough, they could affect my physical body, not just my emotional barometer. I made a mental note to ask Jinx about it.
When we got to the parking lot on the edge of the woods, Cane’s truck was parked at an odd angle and he was nowhere in sight.
“What an idiot,” Aaron muttered, running his hand through his hair. “You said he was drinking?”
I nodded.
“Okay, you girls stay here. Bryan and I will go look for him.”
Before I had a chance to protest, Monica piped up. “Who are you, Fred Flintstone? Cady and I are not waiting here like helpless little girls.”
“That’s right,” I added. “We can cover more ground if we split up into groups.”
Bryan didn’t look happy about it, but he reluctantly nodded. “There should be a flashlight in my glove box. I’ve never been here before, but I assume you and Aaron are both familiar enough, right?”
“Sure,” I nodded. “Give Aaron and Monica the flashlight. They can go deeper into the trees. If we stick to the trail that goes along the cliff base, we should be able to get along all right. When it gets closer to the Mississippi, the trees thin out, so that’ll give us some moonlight.”
The four of us climbed out of the car and set off down separate paths. My body was mostly recovered from Cane’s emotional freeze. I clung to Bryan’s arm as we walked as fast as I could in my dress shoes. Thankfully, it hadn’t rained in a while, so the ground was hard and dry. Still, I stumbled along in the dark.
“Cane!” I called out. “Where are you?”
In the distance I could hear echoes of Aaron and Monica calling out also. If Cane could hear us, he wasn’t inclined to answer.
A break in the trees ahead illuminated a fork in the path. To the left was a steep incline leading up to the trails along the rocky bluffs. The right path wound around the base toward the river. It was the same trail I’d walked the night of my sister’s death. I felt a little sick to my stomach at the memory and quickly stuffed it down into a back compartment in my mind.
“You don’t think he would have gone up there, do you?” Bryan asked.
I shook my head. “He’s not that stupid. The trails get rocky and it’s too easy to slide around. It’s not all that safe during the daylight, but at night, it’s treacherous.”
We continued on, calling out to Cane as we walked. I could still hear Aaron and Monica, but their calls were getting more distant. When we reached the clearing before the river, I stopped short.
“What is it?” Bryan asked.
I cleared my throat. “I-I just haven’t been back here, you know?”
“Is this…?”
I nodded, pointing a shaky finger toward the train tracks. “Those are the tracks. I was with some people sitting by those boulders over there. We were waiting for Lony and Cane to catch up. She was hit right about there.”
“I’m sorry,” he said, wrapping a comforting arm around my shoulders. “Maybe we should turn around and go another direction. Cane isn’t down this far.”
I stood silent looking ahead at the tracks. I don’t know why it never occurred to me to visit this place before now. I never believed in things like ghosts and spirits before, but meeting Jinx and discovering that I’m an empath suddenly had me questioning everything. Maybe there was something of Lony still lingering here. I sure as heck never felt her presence at home.
“Can you give me a minute?”
Bryan kissed me on my forehead and let go of my shoulders.
I could walk a little easier now that there was more moonlight visible. I drew my jacket tight across my chest, more for comfort than cold. The long, weedy grass gradually gave way to gravel which rose up a short bank to the gleaming steel tracks. To my left, I spotted an area where the grass was more matted down. I walked over and found a patch of gravel a shade brighter than the rest. This must be the place, I thought. New gravel to replace the stuff covered in blood.
I knelt down on the rocks, not caring about the sharp pains in my knees. I placed my hand on the cold rail.
“Lony,” I whispered. “I feel like I never got a real chance to say good bye to you. In some ways, I still can’t believe you’re gone. Nothing’s the same anymore.” I swiped a lone tear off of my cheek.
“Cane told me about what happened, about the break up. I’m so sorry. I know how much you cared about him —how much you probably still do care about him wherever you are. He isn’t doing so well, Lon. The guilt is eating him up inside. That’s why I’m here tonight. I want to help him. Somehow, I know that’s what you’d want me to do. And don’t worry, I’ll take better care of Mom and Dad, too. I promise. I love you.”
I closed my eyes and reached out with my senses, but there was nothing in my range to connect with. Part of me had been hoping that if Lony’s spirit was still here, I would be able to feel her with my mind. Nothing.
“Cady!” Bryan cried. “I think I see him!”
Rising to my feet, I wiped the dirt from my knees. I looked back to see Bryan pointing up to the bluff. A figure was stumbling around, well off of the trail, on the side of the rocky face.
“Cane!” I yelled.
The person on the bluff looked in my direction. “Cady? I can’t get down!”
I ran back to Bryan. “He’s gonna fall!” I exclaimed.
Bryan shrugged off his jacket and handed it to me. Next, he stripped off the tie.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m going up there after him,” Bryan answered, rolling up his sleeves. “Stay here.”
“No!” I protested, but Bryan ignored me and began picking his way up the steep incline.
As much as I wanted to go after him, I knew I’d never make it in my shoes.
“Cane, don’t move!” I yelled up to him. “Bryan’s coming.” I wasn’t even sure if Cane knew who Bryan was, but now wasn’t the time for introductions.
I withdrew my phone from my pocket and called Aaron. “We found him, but the idiot is stuck up on the bluff. Bryan is going to help him down.”
Aaron muttered a curse. “Tell me where you are.”
“It’s the bluff bordering the river and the tracks. Eastside.”
Aaron hung up with a promise to be there soon.
“Aaron’s on his way,” I called up.
Cane leaned against the limestone rock, his fingers clutching the crevices. I hoped the river view from fifty-feet-high would help to sober him up. Bryan reached the trail along the side of the bluff and was using it to get as close to Cane as possible. At the closest point, he began picking his way in Cane’s direction.
“I’m almost there,” Bryan called out, his voice echoing between the bluffs. Only a few feet separated them now, but each step closer ran the risk of their rocky footholds giving way. Bryan found a tiny tree growing out from the cracks of the rocks and yanked on it. Seeing that it was secure, he used it as an anchor as he stretched out toward Cane.
“Almost there. Give me your hand.”
Cane shifted to his left and grasped Bryan’s hand.
“I gotcha,” Bryan grunted, holding Cane steady and directing him back toward the trail. I didn’t realize I was holding my breath until they made it to the relative safety of the trail, and I let it out with a gush. They’re safe.
“Just follow the path,” I called up. “I’ll meet you back at the fork.”
I entered the darkness of the woods again. Without Bryan there to steady me on me, I tripped on rocks and had to cling to passing branches to keep from falling. Under the loud chirping of frogs and crickets, I could hear the guys off to my right, still quite a ways up, but I couldn’t make out their words. Briefly, I let myself think about that kiss with Cane in the parking lot. Shame filled my lungs as I remembered pressing myself to his warmth and kissing him back. What was I thinking? I chastised myself. How could I do that to Bryan? Especially after the way I reacted over Monica!
I was going to have to tell him, but how would I ever explain? Oh, Bryan. I am some sort of weird psychic who can read emotions, and sometimes I get tangled up in what other people are feeling. Yeah, that’d go over well.
Why did Cane have to go and kiss me anyway? I get that he was distraught, but what made him go there? Maybe it was because I reminded him so much of my sister. I guess he just got caught up in the heat of the moment and wasn’t thinking clearly, but at the time, it hadn’t felt that way. There was something real in that kiss, at least from his side. I found myself hoping that Cane would forget about it once he sobered and never mention it to me again.
I stopped to pick a rock from my shoe when I heard surprised yells and the racket of rocks crashing to the ground.
“Bryan! Cane! Are you okay?” I shouted.
“No!” Cane called out, pain evident in his voice. “Help, Cady, quick!”
I left the path and rushed through the brush in the direction of the voices. Brambles and branches scratched at my legs, snagging my dress, but I pressed on as fast as I could. I reached the base of the cliff and saw Bryan and Cane lying on the ground. Cane’s leg was bent at an unnatural angle below the knee, and Bryan was bleeding from a huge gash on his side. Bleeding heavily.
All of the blood drained from my head. Huge waves of icy pain vibrated off of the guys, stabbing me in the gut. Between the crazy emotions emanating from them and the tinny scent of blood in the air, my stomach roiled with nausea.
“Bryan!” I cried, rushing to him and dropping to my knees by his side.
“I slipped,” Cane explained through clenched teeth, “and he tried to grab me, but then we both came down.”
Bryan’s expression was one of sheer horror as he tore open his shirt to inspect the damage. The rip in his skin started just below his back shoulder, cut across his ribs and reached nearly down to his waistband. Even in the darkness, I knew it was deep enough to expose his ribs bones.
“What do I do?” I cried, pressing his coat to his side to hold in the freely flowing blood.
Bryan looked at me. We both had tears in our eyes. “I don’t think there’s time to do anything,” he whispered with finality.
An agonizing noise tore out of me as I realized there was no way he could ever survive an injury this huge. The terror between us was so strong that I couldn’t tell where mine ended and Bryan’s began.
“You can’t die! I won’t let you!”
Bryan’s face was already pale and the blood was leaking through the jacket onto the ground.
“He’s dying?” Cane asked confused.
“I have…hemophilia.” he tried to explain, breathing in sharp heaves. He leaned back on his elbow, getting weaker.
“Oh my god!” came a shriek from behind me.
Aaron and Monica stood a few feet behind us, having followed our voices to our location. Monica’s eyes were as large as moons at the sight of the blood. She understood the seriousness of the situation. She dropped to her knees and began sobbing into her hands.
Aaron took off his coat and handed it to me. I dropped Bryan’s soaked jacket and replaced it with fresh, soft cotton, still warm from my brother’s body heat.
“I’m calling 911,” Aaron said taking out his phone.
“There’s no time!” Over the wound, my hands vibrated wildly with icy stabs of pain. I recognized the feeling from when I had detected the tumor on Lucy, only this time it was a hundred times more intense.
“Cady…n-nothing you can do,” Bryan choked out, dropping to lie on his back. “Just h-happy you’re . . .with me.”
“Don’t do that! Don’t you say good bye to me!”
My hands burned from the freezing pain. Instinctively, I threw up my mental shields and began to press back. That’s when I noticed warmth flooding down my arms into my hands and radiating out from my fingertips. I let my heated hands hover directly over the wound, focusing all my energy on willing it away. The trickle of blood began to slow to a stop, and I feared it meant the end, but Bryan was still conscious and breathing thick wheezy breaths. Determination and love swelled in my chest, as I concentrated on that open wound. Bryan sucked in a sharp gasp.
“W-what are you doing?” he asked. “It tingles . . .warm.”
I flexed my mind and concentrated harder. Heat vibrated out from my hands and the flesh began to knit itself back together before my eyes.
“Holy shit!” Cane exclaimed, watching as the wound closed into a jagged raised scar.
I fell backward and rested my head hit the ground. My breath heaved as if I’d just run a marathon. My head pounded with every beat of my heart.
Bryan sat up and ran his hands along the seam in his skin. “It’s healed. Doesn’t even hurt.”
Monica looked up, mascara running down her cheeks. “Wha…?” She crawled close enough to get a look, managing to avoid the sticky puddle that I was now half-lying in.
“Cady?” my brother said in confusion. He snapped his phone closed, his eyes darting between me and the closed wound.
“What did she do to you, man?” Cane asked. He tried to lean in to get a better look, but winced and gripped his leg.
I drew myself back to my knees, head swimming, and scooted over to inspect Cane’s knee. His pant leg was already ripped, but I tore the hole further to get a better look. The skin was scraped and embedded with pebbles and dirt, but not bleeding too badly. The knee was twisted and bent about 45 degrees in an impossible direction. It had to be broken. No way could a normal leg form an angle like that.
“There goes my college scholarships,” he muttered.
I wasn’t sure if he meant it as a poor attempt at humor or not, but he spoke the truth. Not only did Cane play football, but he also ran track and was the school star pitcher on the baseball team. Everyone assumed he would end up going to a Big Ten school on a sports scholarship. Some people even had hopes for him playing professionally someday. From the looks of things, that dream was over.
I placed my hand over the knee and felt around with my senses. Cold stabs of pain flicked my palms. “It’s pretty bad, but I can’t fix it like this. We have to get it straight first.”
Cane’s eyes got round as he realized the pain that would be involved with setting the leg.
I wasn’t sure I could fix it. I didn’t even know how exactly I’d managed to heal Bryan. But I had to try. I had to ignore my weak, trembling body and try.
My hands ran across the cool ground until I found a broken branch. I snapped off the end and dusted the loose dirt away.
“Put this between your teeth,” I instructed Cane. “Aaron, can you give me a hand?”
My brother knelt down by Cane’s feet.
“When I say so, I want you to take hold of his ankle and pull that leg straight.” Amazingly, my brother didn’t question my authority, just gritted his teeth in sympathy, and clutched Cane’s ankle with both hands.
“You want to set his broken leg?” Monica shrieked, then turning to Cane, “And you’re going to let her?”
Bryan set his hand on her shoulder and murmured something about calming down.
I looked at Cane and asked, “Well? Are you going to let me try? I can’t guarantee anything, but it’s your decision.”
Cane’s chest was rising and falling so rapidly, I was afraid he’d hyperventilate. His fear caused my palms to sweat and the muscles to tighten in my limbs.
“I-I saw what you did . . .to him,” his eyes flitted over toward Bryan face still pale, but from what we could tell, looked to be healed. Cane turned his gaze back to me, trying to focus through his pain. “I tr-trust you.”
“Okay, then,” I said sliding closer. “You have to force yourself to relax, Cane, or I’m not going to be able to help you.” I stroked the golden hair out of his eyes and placed the stick in his mouth. “Close your eyes and think about something calm. I mean it. I need you to do this for me. Think about a warm beach with rolling waves or something.”
“I’ll try,” he grunted around the stick in his mouth and closed his eyes.
Sending Cane to his happy place didn’t really flood me with the calmness I needed, but it did seem to take the edge off of his fear.
“You too,” I said to Aaron. “I need you feeling calm. Think about the beach. I mean really picture yourself there.”
“Why?”
“Just do it, all right?” I snapped.
I took a couple of deep breaths to clear my head and then placed my hands over the leg again. The cold pain reached up for my fingers, and I felt around with my senses, letting them lap the edges of the pain until I could get a mental picture of the damage inside. When I had a good handle on what I was dealing with, I ramped up my concentration, drawing power from somewhere deep in my soul. My abdomen tightened and my own pain flared behind my eyes.
“Aaron, now!”
Aaron yanked on the leg and turned it straight. Cane screamed in agony, dropping the stick. At the same time, I pushed with my determination and felt the heat tearing down my arms and out through my fingertips. I flooded the nerves with as much energy as I could to fight off the pain. Cool sweat beaded on my forehead from exertion as the tissue and bone wound its way back into place. My head spun dizzily, and I felt myself detaching from my body as if I were slipping into a dream. When I couldn’t sustain the force anymore, I let go, sending the heat snapping back into me. This time, I collapsed.



CHAPTER 25
 
THE PERSISTENT PAIN of a jack-hammer behind my eyes pulled me back to consciousness. In my bedroom, the soft light of morning filtered through my curtains bathing the bed in a rose-colored glow. I tried to stretch my tight muscles, but every part of my body ached.
I blinked to clear my vision, foggy from the migraine. Beside me, Monica dozed, dressed in a pair of my pajamas. Flashes of the night before came back to me, but all I could think about was my desperate need for anything to kill the pounding in my head. I was wearing a long t-shirt and no pants, and I wondered if Monica had gotten stuck changing me out of the bloody dress.
Tossing my covers back, I tried to sit up. The effort made me woozy, and I fell back down, waking Monica.
“You okay?” she asked, her voice dry from sleep.
“I have the world’s worst headache.” I moaned.
“I’ll get you something for it. Where do you keep your Ibuprophen?”
I closed my eyes because the effort to hold them open was just too much. “Bathroom.” I pointed in the vague direction.
Monica slipped off of the bed and disappeared. A moment later she returned with four tablets and a Dixie cup of water. I smiled in gratitude for the over-medication. She held my head so I could swallow.
“How are Bryan and Cane?” I asked as Monica crawled back under the covers on the opposite side of the bed.
“Bryan’s sleeping in the guest room. He couldn’t go back to his place all covered in blood and shirtless. Aaron said that your mom would never notice us here.”
“And she didn’t, did she?”
“No. She must have been sleeping when we got in. Anyway, Bryan carried you up here, and I did my best to clean up so you wouldn’t wreck your sheets. Aaron gave him some clothes, and Bryan crashed out. He lost a lot of blood.”
I cringed remembering the sticky puddle spread over the ground. It was amazing he was alive at all.
“It is really fixed, right?”
Monica nodded. “As far as we could tell. Aaron stayed with him for over an hour, but no bruise formed and Bryan said he felt fine.”
The thought of almost losing him made my chest ache. At some point over these past few weeks, he had become something like a lifeline to me, the one bright spot in my otherwise dismal life. I needed him, sure, but I also felt the stirrings of what might be something more in my heart. I sighed. But if I liked Bryan, why had I kissed Cane?
As if reading my thoughts, Monica continued. “We took Cane home. He said if he went in by the patio door, he could get to his bedroom without his parents seeing him.”
“So he can walk?” I asked.
“Yeah,” she confirmed. “Good as new, I guess.”
After a moment of silence, Monica asked in a timid voice, “Cady, what did you do last night? I mean, I watched it happen, but I don’t know if I believe it yet.”
“I don’t know if I believe it either,” I moaned, rolling onto my side.
I drifted off to sleep again without really answering her question.
I woke to find Bryan kneeling beside my bed, running his fingers along the side of my face. When my mouth curled into a grin, he stood and sat on the mattress next to my hip.
“Nice outfit.” I commented.
He wore a pair of Aaron’s sweatpants, too short by a few inches and one of my brother’s zombie t-shirts. His hair stuck up in randomly spaced spikes that somehow worked on him. The warmth of his familiar presence flooded my soul, and I breathed deeply, as if I could suck more of it in.
“Thanks,” he replied. “How are you feeling?”
My migraine was down from a ten to a three on the ouch-o-meter, but I was still weak. “A little better, I guess. I feel like I have a hangover without having had the fun of drinking.”
He raised one of his brows, “Have you had a lot of hangovers?”
I shook my head. “Once. The morning after our sixteenth birthday party. It wasn’t pretty.”
“Sounds like a good story.”
“Maybe another day . . .” I rubbed the sleep out of the corners of my eyes.
Aaron came in carrying a tray of sandwiches. Monica followed with sodas. Bringing up the rear was Cane. A slight blush spread on his cheeks when his gaze met mine, and I knew we were both thinking about that kiss we shared. I bit my bottom lip to stop it from tingling with the memory. The warmth of Bryan’s happiness burned me with guilt.
Bryan must have sensed something because he glanced back and forth between us with curiosity.
“Thought you could use some lunch,” Monica said. “It’ll help you get your energy back.”
“I went in to see Mom a bit ago,” Aaron explained, setting the tray on my bed and straddling my desk chair. “I told her we were out late after the dance, and Monica and Bryan decided to crash here. She didn’t seem to care.”
Cane cleared his throat. “I just stopped by to see how you’re doing,” he said without meeting my eyes.
He was too far away from me to get a reading, but he looked profoundly uncomfortable. Even after practically living at my house for half a year, I think it was the first time he’d ever been in my bedroom. Cane leaned against the back of my door as if afraid to come too far into the room. I saw his eyes flick to my hand wrapped in Bryan’s.
Rising into a sitting position, I tucked the covers around my lower half. Monica sat down cross-legged on my bed like we were having a picnic or something. Cane waved away her offer to join us.
I picked up a peanut butter sandwich from the tray and bit into it eagerly, not realizing how hungry I was until the sweet grape jelly hit my tongue. Bryan popped open a soda can and handed it to me. The liquid tingled all the way down to my belly, making me feel more human already.
When we finished the sandwiches, Aaron set the tray on the floor and leveled his gaze on mine. “Okay, Cady. It’s time that you tell us what happened last night.”
I looked to Bryan for help, but his face was as expectant as everyone else’s. How was I supposed to explain something that I didn’t fully understand myself? I took a long swig of Diet Pepsi to buy some time.
“Well?” Aaron prodded, poking me in the foot.
I drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’m not a hundred percent sure, but I have a theory.”
“Let’s hear it.”
I began to pick at my comforter to avoid looking at any of them. It’s like a Band-Aid, Cady. The quicker you tell them, the easier it’ll be.
“It started the night of Lony’s accident,” I explained.
Cane stiffened and his expression turned stoic. Neither of us wanted to remember that night, so I pushed on, telling them everything; the vision that sent me into the coma, the sensing of people’s emotions, Jinx’s explanation about my strange empathy…I even told them about Lucy and her tumor. Bryan nodded like a light had been turned on recalling that I’d mentioned Lucy to him before.
“So, I think somehow when I felt your pain, I was able to not only block it from myself, but to push it back entirely. And the energy that I felt flowing out of me and into Bryan and Cane, it was like I was giving them a piece of me…my life force or spirit or something. I know it sounds corny, but it’s the best I can come up with.”
When nobody said anything, I took the emotional temperature of the room. Bryan, Monica and Aaron all had a mixture of awe and skepticism to varying degrees. I still couldn’t reach Cane, and his hard expression was unreadable. I grew more nervous in the silence. That’s it! They all think I’m crazy or lying or . . .both!
Finally, Monica said with a little laugh, “Cady. You want us to believe you’re some sort of a psychic doctor or something?” She snorted in disbelief, but I could sense from the nervousness pooling in her direction that she believed me and that belief made her profoundly uncomfortable. She glanced at the guys to judge their reactions. Seeing something akin to acceptance on their faces, she continued, “Come on! I mean, how is it even possible?”
Surprisingly, Cane came to my defense first. “If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes —and felt the healing first-hand —I would’ve thought it was crazy too, but…” he paused. “I believe you, Cady. I have to.”
“Same goes for me,” Bryan agreed, patting my arm and grinning. “What you did last night? That was freaky, but I wouldn’t be here right now if you hadn’t saved me.” He tipped my chin up with his finger and met my eyes. “Thank you, Cady.”
For a moment, I basked in the rosy glow of his appreciation.
Aaron shook his head in disbelief. He tapped his fingers nervously on the back of his chair.
“I remember when you and Lon were little. You were so . . .I don’t know…connected? Before you learned to talk for real, you had your own language that only the two of you could understand. I don’t think you fully gave it up until you went to kindergarten. I used to get so mad that you wouldn’t let me in on your secrets. The way you would just instinctively know what the other was feeling all of the time made me think I was stupid or something.”
I opened my mouth to protest, but he held his hand up to stop me.
“What I’m saying is I knew you and Lony had this connection your whole lives. I guess I can see how your auras or minds or whatever would have reached out for each other at the time of her death. That had to have left a lasting effect on you. And since I don’t have a better explanation for what happened last night, I have to believe you too, Sis.”
Monica looked a little bit defeated but didn’t say anything else.
“I’m exhausted, but I should probably get up.” I said, stretching my arms out in front of me to loosen up my shoulders.
Aaron nodded. “I want to talk more about this, but I’ll let you rest up for now. Oh, and Dad called a bit ago. He’s coming over in a little while to talk to us about something.” He patted my foot, placed the chair back under the desk and walked out, giving Cane a playful shuck to the bicep as he passed.
“I’m going to go change,” Monica announced. She hopped off the bed and picked up her wrinkled party dress from the floor. She gave it a sniff and shrugged. “Bryan, I have to be to the airport by three. We should go soon.”
“Okay,” he replied and she slipped out the door.
Cane’s mouth hardened into a line and he stepped toward me. As soon as he stepped into my range, my mouth dropped open in shock. His eyes burned with an inner heat that I’d never seen in him before. That heat rolled up and down my bare arms.
Noticing my reaction, Bryan’s eyes darkened and his grip on my hand tightened. Cane either didn’t notice or didn’t care, because he continued to move closer, his hot gaze burning into mine. My heart was speeding, and my body suddenly felt feverish. Bryan rose to a standing position. His suddenly protective stance looked ridiculous in the too-short jogging pants.
“Can we talk?” Cane asked softly, his eyes never straying from mine. “Alone?”
The skin along my forearm and neck prickled as I felt Bryan’s hackles rise. He didn’t need to be an empath to feel the intensity of Cane’s emotions, so plainly written as they were on his face. A cool tendril of jealousy wrapped itself around my waist and snaked up my spine.
I needed a moment of distance from both of them. “Can I have a minute to get dressed?” My voice came out breathless, and I hoped the boys didn’t notice.
Cane dipped his head in a brief nod. “I’ll just be in the hall.”
Bryan didn’t move; he just stood watching Cane leave the room. Without Cane’s heat, my body shivered under Bryan’s possessiveness. Honestly, it made me a little frustrated with him.
“You too,” I said. “Out.”
“Oh. Of course.” He smiled as some of the light returned to his eyes. He placed a quick kiss on my head and headed for the door. He stopped before the door and turned to look at me. “If you don’t want to talk to him alone, I can stay with you.”
I rolled my eyes and sighed. “I’ve known Cane forever. Stop acting all jealous.”
His brows shot up in a combination of surprise and amusement. “Me? Jealous?”
Laughing, I tossed my pillow at him. “Get out!”
He caught the pillow, hugged it to his chest and shut the door behind him as he left.
As drained as I was, I couldn’t tamp down the itchy energy in my limbs. There were things that I needed to work out —starting with my new ability to heal people. And as much as I dreaded it, I knew Cane wanted to talk about that kiss. The warmth in my cheeks at the memory came from deep within me, causing my pulse to gallop. Where are these feelings coming from?
I whipped my covers back and got out of bed, holding onto my headboard until the room stopped spinning. When I was ready, I crossed to the dresser and began yanking out clothes. My skin beneath the t-shirt was tinged brownish-red and I knew I’d have to shower before going anywhere. I’d slept in my bra and the elastic bit into my skin in angry red welts. Replacing it with a cotton sports bra, I put the t-shirt I’d slept in back on for the time being and pulled on a well-worn pair of jeans. I glanced at myself in the mirror. The pretty curls from the night before were matted and stuck out at random odd angles. I ran a brush through as well as I could before steeling myself to face Cane.
I assumed he wanted to apologize for his behavior the night before, but judging from the scorching vibes he had been throwing off, it would probably be a lie. He didn’t regret that kiss, and truth be told, neither did I. What is wrong with me? I like Bryan Sullivan, not Cane Matthews!
I closed my eyes and took ten deep yoga breaths in an attempt to clear my head. It didn’t work.
“Cane,” I called, knowing he was close by. “You can come in now.”
With my hands folded behind my back, I leaned against my dresser for support. A few seconds later, the door knob turned. Cane stepped inside and shut it behind him again. With tentative steps, he approached me as if I were a wild animal about to bolt. My heart raced under his forceful stare and the hair on my arms stood on end.
“Since you can feel what I’m feeling, I guess there’s no point in hiding it,” he said softly. “Don’t worry, I know where things stand with you and Bryan. He’s a decent guy. Not good enough for you, but…” He shrugged and gave a sad grin.
“Cane —”
He stood in front of me now, so close I could smell the woodsy scent of his soap. He placed the tip of his index finger to my mouth. “Wait. I have something I want to ask you. Do you remember the first time we met?”
Honestly, I didn’t. I know we hadn’t gone to the same junior high school, so it must have been sometime in ninth grade. I shook my head.
The ghost of a smile touched his lips. “I didn’t think so. I’ll have to tell you about it sometime when your boyfriend isn’t pacing outside the door.”
The thought of Bryan should have put a damper on the swell of heat rising in my chest, but it didn’t. With Cane this close and his feelings for me so clear, I could do nothing but succumb to my echoing response. I clenched my hands together tighter to keep from reaching for him, from wrapping my arms around his broad shoulders, twining my fingers through his honey-colored hair and pulling him to me. My lips parted to speak, but no words would come.
Cane leaned in closer and spoke in a whisper. “I’m not sorry I kissed you, Cady. I want to be. I mean, I wish I hadn’t been drunk, and I wish you had been a more willing participant —“
“You didn’t think I was willing?”
He sucked in a quick breath and looked at me with eyes blazing green and gold. The hope he felt at my question was like ice water on my growing passion. I was with Bryan. I couldn’t let Cane hope for more. It was never going to happen. I slipped out from where he had me cornered and put several feet of separation between us.
“I-I just mean,” I stammered, eyes trained on the carpet between us. “It wasn’t all your fault. I seem to recall taking my time in pushing you away.”
Neither of us said anything for a minute. I didn’t need to see his face to feel the weight of his eyes pinning me where I stood. I couldn’t look at him. I feared if I did, I would launch myself into his arms. Where in the hell are these feelings coming from? Finally, he cleared his throat.
“I better go.” The twinge of reluctance in his statement was palpable. “You should get some rest today.”
He took a step toward me, but when I flinched, he stopped. A spark of something flashed in him and I immediately understood —he thought I was afraid of him.
“If you need anything, I’m only a phone call away.”
With that he crossed the room and drew the door closed behind him.
I flopped down on my bed, drawing the spare pillow to my chest and pulled the covers up to my neck. My mind spun in a million different directions. Please let me be wrong, I silently pleaded. I couldn’t have read him right. I rolled over and curled my knees up to my chest. Even worse was my response. I could barely admit it to myself, but there was no denying it. The feelings that swelled up inside me the night before when Cane pressed his lips to mine were the same ones that I felt when Bryan kissed me and held me close. Did I really have feelings for both of them, or was I reacting to something inside them? Is any of it real?
Did Cane really care about me or was he confusing his former feelings for my sister? Ugh!
What was the good in knowing peoples’ emotions if I couldn’t determine the thoughts and motivations driving them?
Remembering Bryan was still here, I got out of bed and made for the door. He stood with Monica and Aaron at the bottom of the steps in the foyer. He still had on my brother’s t-shirt, but he’d put back on his pants from the night before. When he saw me, he came up the stairs and wrapped me into a big hug. I tipped my head back to look at him. His eyes were so dark the pupils blended with the irises, but they shone so brightly, I could see my guilty reflection staring back at me.
“I have to take Monica home so she can gather her things. Are you all right?”
Beneath that calm, Bryan-feeling, I could sense a bit of that lingering jealousy and a bit of embarrassment over allowing me to notice it. The warmth winding its way around me was him concentrating on his affection for me. He knew I was aware of his emotions, yet he tried to hide them from me anyway. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.
“I’m fine,” I replied. “Just tired.”
I plastered on a smile that I hoped did not appear fake.
“Okay,” he said, giving me a quick peck on the lips. “I’ll call you tonight.”
“Bye, and have a good flight,” I called as he and Monica left out the front door.
My headache was mostly gone now, but every muscle in my body hummed with fatigue. As much as I wanted to hang around the house brooding about my love life all day, there was a much more important matter to attend to. Holy crap!
I can heal people???
I took as quick of a shower as my exhaustion would allow. Not bothering to dry my hair, I descended the stairs, heading for the front door.
“Hey, Bug,” my dad’s voice called from the living room. “Don’t go anywhere yet. We need to talk to you.”
I entered the room to see my parents sitting beside each other on the couch clutching hands, not in a romantic way, more like Mom was clinging to him for strength. She was dressed in jeans and a sweater and her hair was brushed. If it weren’t for her too pale skin and lack of makeup, she would’ve appeared almost normal again.
Aaron sat in the recliner, his knee bouncing nervously. While not as volatile as most of my class rooms were, the emotions feeding into me were varied and jumbled. My belly knotted up with Mom’s fear and embarrassment. My chest ached with Dad’s concern and love for his family. And my shoulders tensed with Aaron’s uncertainty. The combination made me want to hurl. Instead, I sat on the arm of my brother’s chair, aligning myself with him.
“What is it?” I asked.
My parents exchanged a look before my mother’s gaze became engrossed with her shoes.
“You both know that your mother hasn’t been herself lately,” Dad said, rubbing Mom’s arm supportively. “I know you’ve been worried about her.” He heaved a sigh before continuing. “We’ve talked it over and your mother has agreed to get help.”
“I thought she already was seeing a therapist,” Aaron said.
“She is, but we think she needs more help than an outpatient program can offer her.”
Mom didn’t seem to notice that they were discussing her as if she weren’t in the room.
“What are you saying?” I asked. “That she needs in-patient treatment?”
“I-I’m going to check myself into a rehab facility today,” Mom answered. My gasp had more to do with how difficult it was for her to admit that than any real surprise on my part.
“We’ve found a place in Minnesota that can offer her support for her substance abuse problems as well as grief counseling. I’m driving her up there today.”
“How long are you going to be gone?” Aaron asked, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees.
“For as long as it takes,” Mom whispered, gazing beyond us out the window.
“I’ll be moving back home temporarily while your mother’s gone to keep an eye on you both. I know you kids have had a lot to deal with on your own for these last weeks, but it’s time that we pull together as a family and get through this.”
I struggled to block out the swirl of emotions in the room so I could assess my own thoughts. Part of me was glad that my mom was getting help. I knew it was the right thing. But another part of me boiled with frustration that Aaron and I were expected to find our way back to normal life on our own, while she was allowed to completely flake out. We didn’t have the luxury of self-pity; we had school. And what about the crap I’d been living through these last weeks? My parents had no idea about the emotional rollercoaster I’d been on. Okay, so I hadn’t exactly told them about it, but they hadn’t thought to ask either.
I looked down at my brother sitting next to me, and the wind went out of my sails. Soft gray smudges spread under his eyes, dimming his inner light. I opened myself to him and felt the sadness and worry lingering in him as if it had taken up permanent residence. I’m as bad as they are, I thought. So wrapped up in my own problems, I haven’t been there for Aaron. I rested my palm on his shoulder and silently vowed to be a better sister.
“I’m glad that you’re getting help, Mom,” he assured her. “Don’t worry about us. Cady and I have each other’s backs.”
Dad nodded as if that settled everything. “Well, Julia, let’s get your bags in the car and head out. It’s over three hours to Rochester.”
Mom stood and crossed to hug us, but I shirked away and went back up to my bedroom. I sat on the bed trying to understand why I was so angry with her, why I couldn’t let myself feel sorry for her. Guess sympathy doesn’t automatically come with empathy.
I lay back on my bed and covered my eyes with my forearm. The sounds of my parents gathering Mom’s luggage from the bedroom down the hall echoed through the plaster walls. Just as I thought they had gone back down the stairs, a soft knock rapped on my door.
“Can I come in?” Mom asked, stepping inside without waiting for permission.
“Can I say no?” I sat up, my head dizzy from the movement. Man, I was exhausted. Not sleepy, just spent. I tried to block out her feelings, but I couldn’t do it anymore. Her guilt and pain and sorrow seeped around my shields, demanding my attention. The emotions weakened me further, so I dropped the blocks, letting them flood over my mind in defeat.
“Cady, I know you are worried about me —”
“I’m not worried, I’m pissed off. Big difference.”
Mom sat down on the bed next to me and tried to put her arm around my shoulders, but I shot to my feet, putting distance between us. I couldn’t let her touch me. I had enough of an emotional storm brewing on my own; I didn’t want direct contact with her to drag me into her pity-party, invalidating my own feelings.
“Arcadia—”
“Will you please stop that? Stop using that mother-voice on me. It’s not going to work, all right?” I paced back and forth in front of my closet.
“I am your mother,” she said, her voice rising with indignation.
I paused mid-stride and faced her. “Really? Some mother you’ve been lately. Tell me, while you were wallowing away in your bedroom like some Victorian-era heroine, did you even think about the two kids that you left to fend for themselves?”
I hated myself even as I was doing it, but something snapped within me, and I let it all out. “Who do you think paid the bills this month? Dad did. Who has been making excuses for you when your office calls, or the clients that you have abandoned? Aaron, that’s who. Who has been making sure there is food in the house? Me.”
The volume of my voice was steadily rising into a shout. “We’re all running around here taking care of things so you don’t have to. So you can feel sorry for yourself. But what about us? We lost someone too. You do not have a monopoly on loving her!”
Mom’s skin faded to a grayish white and her hands visibly shook. I had gone too far. I’d kicked her when she was down. What kind of shitty daughter does that?
Dad appeared at the door. The tight press of his lips let me know he’d heard at least part of my tirade. “You ready to head out, Julia?”
Mom stood, smoothing her clothes, not meeting either of our eyes. She nodded.
“Mom,” I said, reaching for her as she brushed past me. She yanked her arm from my grasp, leveled her lightly blood shot eyes on me and said, “Goodbye, Arcadia.”
The odd formality in her tone rooted me to the spot, keeping me from following them out the door, down the steps and to the car.
I crossed the hall to the guest bedroom and watched from the window. In the driveway, Aaron hugged Mom tightly and Dad tucked her into the passenger seat of his truck as if she were fragile cargo. Aaron waved until the truck turned out of sight.
I slumped down to the floor, drawing my knees to my chest, too upset to even cry. I never had temper problems before, but for the second time since the accident, I found myself feeling guilty and embarrassed by a sudden outburst. It wasn’t like me at all.
A long sigh from the doorway made me look up.
“So now what?” Aaron asked.
“Huh?”
He entered the room and sat down on the carpet near me. “Well, one of my sisters is gone, and I can’t do anything about it. My mother has a drug problem and is headed to rehab, and I can’t do anything about it. My other sister,” he cut his eyes to me, “has turned into some sort of psychic healer, and I probably can’t do anything about that either, but well, I’m here and so are you, so I guess that means we’re in this together. So again, what do we do now?”
“Now,” I shrugged. “It’s time to figure out what in the hell happened last night.”
Aaron’s head nodded in agreement. “Okay. Where do we start?”
I grinned. “I think it’s time for you to meet the neighbor.”
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CHAPTER 1
UNDERGROUND

“THAT’S NOT SOMETHING we hear in here often, brother . . .”
Revik looked up sharply. Almost before he knew he’d done it, his body tensed into a near-fighting stance. He hadn’t heard the other male walk in. He hadn’t heard the door.
“ . . .The music, that is,” the other seer clarified.
The seer smiled at him, holding up a hand in a peace gesture when Revik’s stance didn’t immediately relax. Waiting until Revik had stepped back, eliminating the most aggressive aspect of his posture, the other male changed the direction of his gesture at once, without a single hint of accusation. Revik followed the monk’s eyes back over his own shoulder then, towards the small music player and its somewhat crackly speakers.
Sitting on a stone bookshelf, it blared a poor recording of one of Revik’s old albums. The tinny strains of music echoed strangely against the walls of his small, cell-like room.
Somewhere in those few ticks of silence, Revik understood the monk’s remark.
His eyes shifted back towards the older seer. Like most of the permanent residents here, the male wore a loose-fitting, sand-colored robe, and a guileless smile.
“What is it, brother?” the monk asked curiously, his light blue eyes holding a flicker of interest. “The music you are playing . . .it is human, is it not?”
Revik fought to stifle a snort.
Gods. He’d been lost in his own kind of bubble over the past few years, but never in his life had he encountered beings as out of touch with the wider world than the traditional seers who lived here, in the enclave of the Parmir.
He’d been warned to curb his sarcasm, though, especially with the senior monks.
Another element of “negativity” in his overall make-up, Revik supposed.
“It is, brother,” he said politely. “ . . .Human.”
“And what is it called?” the seer asked, his eyes and voice still openly curious. “It has a name, does it not? This type of music? Would I know it?”
Fighting the pounding in his head, that denser feeling of claustrophobia that tugged at Revik’s chest whenever he existed in the stone room for too long, he kept his blank, his infiltrator’s mask in place. Still fighting to control his own light, he made an inviting gesture with one hand for the seer to enter the room.
“They call it rock and roll,” he said, his voice deadpan. “ . . .Humans, that is.”
The seer grinned like a kid, clasping his hands in front of the robe.
“Rock and roll? That is a curious name, is it not?” He looked back at the music player, as if examining the nature of the beings making the sounds through the speakers themselves. “That is the type of music though, yes?” the monk persisted, his dark eyes still holding that curiosity. “What is this exact group called?”
“Band,” Revik corrected thoughtlessly.
“Band, brother?”
“They call them bands. Not really groups. Not anymore.”
A flush of impatience hit Revik’s light as the monk nodded with interest. He struggled with a denser annoyance at being disturbed, and seemingly for no reason at all, other than for a curious monk to stare at his cassette player. Rubbing his forehead, Revik tried to shove his irritation back, avoiding the eyes of the other male.
Even so, his resentment didn’t dissipate.
It’s not like he got a lot of time alone. They were on him pretty much all day, every day, when he wasn’t asleep. Why the fuck wouldn’t they just leave him be, the few minutes he had to himself? He couldn’t remember anything dangerous to them. He was no risk to them these days at all. The mind wipe that Vash and his infiltrators performed when Revik left the Rooks made certain he’d be as harmless as a neutered kitten. Hell, he could barely function on his own these days, after so many years in the Pyramid.
He felt toothless. More than that, he felt like he had nothing to offer anyone any more, either in terms of a threat, or . . .gods forbid . . .some kind of benefit.
Even as he thought them, Revik struggled with his own thoughts.
He knew why the seer had likely come.
Revik had been indulging in more than a little “negativity” for the last hour or so, including around one of the worst bouts of separation pain he’d suffered in quite awhile. He’d already been warned against trying to seduce any of the monks living in the enclave, male or female, so he’d taken to hiding in his room when he got like this.
They should have taken the fucking hint and left him alone.
Even knowing that compassion likely led the other male to come find him, Revik couldn’t seem to make his anger lessen.
When the old monk stepped deeper into the room, Revik saw a flash of image behind his eyes. Dark, swift. It was gone as soon as it was there, but disconcerting enough to make him flinch, and leave a harsh taste in his mouth.
It also caused him to take another step back from the other male.
Somewhere in that image, he’d jabbed a flip knife in the male seer’s eye.
Something about the light there, maybe.
Something about the monk staring at him, too. Something about the fucking innocence there, the ( . . .sheep-like, his mind muttered) openness of his light, the compassion devoid of any cynicism or guile whatsoever . . .
Something about the fact that they wouldn’t leave him the fuck alone.
“Brother?” the seer said.
His voice held patience that time, along with a denser light. The warmth of that same light wove into Revik’s as he stood there, (insidious, his mind accused, unwanted, unasked) . . .holding him, providing him with a measure of stability, grounding his light in a less angry space.
Reluctantly, Revik let the other male coax him out of the worst edges of his anger.
A few seconds later, he exhaled sharply.
Then he shook his head, clicking under his breath, rubbing his temples with the same hand. He wouldn’t look at the old monk at all that time.
“The Stones,” he muttered tonelessly. “They’re called The Rolling Stones, brother.”
The other seer sent a warm pulse of light to Revik’s chest.
Humor lived there, but also a denser understanding, one so complete, Revik had to fight not to yell at him. The compassion there threatened to pull more words out of him briefly, too, even as his own reactions sickened him, bringing a surge of self-hate strong enough that he had to fight not to yell at the other male again.
Patience, brother Revik, the male sent softly. You are too hard on yourself.
And if I stab one of you in the throat, my good brother? Revik sent back bitterly. Will you think the same charitable thoughts of me then, I wonder?
You will not.
You cannot know that, Revik retorted. I’ve done it before. Many times.
Not here.
What difference does that make, brother? Do you think me so religious that I wouldn’t kill a man of the cloth? Because believe me, I would. I’ve done that before, too . . .
The truth was, though, Revik hadn’t.
Not that he could remember, anyway.
Moreover, unlike some things he couldn’t remember but suspected he had done anyway, or somehow knew he had done, in the deeper areas of his heart, he didn’t feel that way about this. He didn’t think he’d killed a lot of monks in his life, whatever other horrible things he might have done while living inside the Pyramid of the Rooks.
Something in hearing the lie in his own words caused him to relax, if only a little.
The old monk’s blue eyes sharpened, even as a faint smile touched his lips. In point of fact, brother, you are doing far better now, to express these thoughts where we can see them. It is progress, although it may not feel like it . . .
Revik let out a short laugh, nearly choked on it.
The monk, Tulani, only smiled.
While thoughts are powerful with seers, it is true, Tulani added, that humor still in his light, even as he bowed politely. . . .Thoughts are still not actions, brother. Not even in a seer of your stature. He ignored the openly disbelieving look Revik gave him at the “stature” comment, continuing without a pause. Thoughts carry karmic repercussions of their own, it is true . . .but do not make them equivalent to actions in your mind. Just because you think something, you should not treat that impulse as something you have done already, brother . . .
And if I want to do it? Revik sent, his jaw hardening. What then?
The old monk clicked at him that time, if softly.
Do not worry what you may or may not do based on passing impulses alone. He made an eloquent calming gesture, using his light. As I say, we fear you far less now than we did before, brother Revik . . .when you would not express any feeling in front of us at all. When you refused to talk to us about anything going on inside your light . . .
Revik shook his head, but did not attempt to answer.
The monk’s smile teased higher on his lips. Anyway, brother, I somehow doubt that it is violence that truly motivates you at the moment. At least not violence of the sort you seem to imagine. I think if I was more your type in other respects, the impulse might have struck you somewhat differently . . .
At that, Revik gave another short laugh.
That one was almost real.
He still didn’t look directly at the other male, though.
When the silence stretched, he conceded the monk’s point with a gesture of his own, then backed deeper into the room when the monk walked towards him. Rather than maintaining the distance between them, Revik doubled it, one of his arms folded tightly over his own chest. He felt the gesture as protective, but he couldn’t quite tell at that point if he was protecting himself from the other seer, or the reverse.
You are too hard on yourself, brother, the monk repeated gently. Do not beat yourself up for feeling. The karmic repercussions of our thoughts are quite heavy enough.
Revik nodded.
Truthfully, though, he wasn’t really listening.
He only listened to about half of their words, even now.
He fought to push away the part of him that was tired of this, that wanted to sink into a different kind of depression, one based in a heavier futility.
The silence between them stretched.
“Are you ready, brother?” the seer asked aloud.
Revik nodded, but made no effort to move.
It is time, the other seer said, his voice gentler still.
Without waiting that time, the monk turned smoothly on his bare heel and left out the only door into Revik’s cell-like room. That painted wooden door opened out to a rough-hewn corridor, which itself grew into the larger maze of passageways that crossed and splinted up and down countless floors inside the rock fortress that made up this part of the old city.
This particular monastery was the oldest such enclave in the Pamir, Revik knew, and not simply the oldest of those still in existence. It had been constructed as part of the original plans for the old city, to be housed directly opposite of where the famed Adhipan had trained since the infiltration group’s inception.
Revik found it sort of ironic that, as a boy, he’d fantasized about living here, but on the opposite side of that dyad protecting the city’s light.
He knew it was a privilege to be here, too, to even be allowed inside these rock walls.
It still felt like a prison.
Watching the old monk leave his chambers, Revik felt a whisper of defeat go through his light again, almost in spite of himself . . .and in spite of the fact that he knew the other male probably felt that, too. He never would have thought a bunch of kneeler monks would wear him down to a nub, to a pale ghost of what he had been.
It turned out the patience of the Ancestors could outlast even his own.
Walking over to the bookshelf, Revik leaned down to switch off the small cassette player, right as “Paint it Black” started playing.
He couldn’t help but find that fitting, too.



CHAPTER 2
PULLED EARLY

REVIK CAME OUT of the session, if anything, angrier than before.
He expected to be alone, at least, once he had.
He craved it, needed it by then, even if it meant returning to that fucking cave-like room for the rest of the evening . . .which he more and more wondered if they’d saddled him with on purpose, knowing he was claustrophobic. Rooms existed with windows inside these caves, even with real ventilation to outside. Revik had seen those rooms. He knew they had an excess of space right now, given how much the monasteries had shrunk. That didn’t even include the size of the Pamir underground city itself, most of which now stood abandoned.
So yeah, not a shortage of space. They’d had plenty of options when assigning him a room.
They also likely knew he wouldn’t particularly want to admit to his own discomfort, if only because he didn’t want to have to discuss the reasons why.
His claustrophobia was his own damned business, too.
Tulani, the old monk who had been in Revik’s room earlier, asking about his music, would probably have agreed with him on that point, though . . .right before he suggested that Revik talk about it for his own benefit, not theirs.
Revik wondered if Tulani had been assigned to watch him specifically, to keep him from being alone too often with his thoughts, or committing suicide, for that matter . . .or contemplating escape, or whatever else. He also wondered sometimes if Tulani overstayed his welcome on purpose, just waiting for Revik to snap . . .to have some kind of nervous breakdown that they could all then observe and use to pull him apart from the inside.
Even breathing hurt him by then.
After over four hours trying to meditate with a bunch of happy, contented monks, who found the entire process effortless and illuminating, Revik more or less wanted to put his hand through a wall. At the very least, he wanted to be alone.
He knew it was childish, hiding from the rest of them . . .as well as holding onto his own music, his books, his previous connections with the world . . .the fact that he’d read a fucking newspaper in the last fifty years. But he couldn’t seem to be able to shake his stubborn desire to hide and hold on to those things, anyway. He knew they’d call it attachment, avoidance, whatever else, but he didn’t care about that, either. It beat the fucking silence. As much as he’d grown to crave aloneness, he also hated the silence of leaving all of those things behind. He hated the feeling of disconnection, too, but he knew that wasn’t all of it.
He hated how irrelevant all of those things felt, with him in here.
He hated how irrelevant he felt.
It was as if the last thirty years of his life had pretty much been a wash. Or worse, steps backwards through blood and clay, all based on a lie.
Of course, the monks saw all of this somewhat differently.
The monks told Revik that he missed the symbiotic connections of the Pyramid itself. They told him he missed the sense of power it had given him . . .the sense of purpose to his life. They said, even more than that, that the Rooks had stripped away his true independence of mind while he’d been one of them. They told him that as a result, Revik lost the ability to really know his own mind, or make his own decisions.
They told him he would have to build himself back up, from the ground up.
And yeah, maybe those things were true, too.
Revik had trouble fully believing that was all of it, though.
Hell, he missed being a part of the world. He didn’t even know if the last human war he’d been involved with had ended.
He didn’t know if his favorite human bands got played on the radio anymore. He didn’t know if the same politicians were in office, or the same types of clothes were worn, or what had happened in any of the big stories he’d left behind.
But it was more than that, too.
Revik was missing pieces. Black marks, where his mind had once lived . . .where he had once lived, surrounded by vague memories and prejudices and wants.
He could no longer remember most of what he’d done since the end of the second world war. He’d stumbled across pockets of grief, faces, fleeting images that felt and tasted familiar. He remembered the faces of some of the people he’d killed, and even happier moments, here and there . . .or at least more decadent ones . . .but none of it lingered long enough for him to know what to do with any of it.
He remembered Kali, and those last hours he’d spent in Vietnam . . .
The monks told him to let all of that go, too, however.
They told Revik to approach himself with new eyes, to relearn himself without allowing any of those old ways of seeing himself to color his impressions. They told him he didn’t see himself clearly, either in the good or the bad. They told him he didn’t see his abilities clearly, either, nor did he see others clearly, particularly in terms of how they viewed him.
But Revik didn’t want to. He didn’t want to let all of that go.
Even when he tried to disobey them, however, he couldn’t hold on to enough of his own mind or emotions or memories for any of it to make a real difference.
He’d been in here for almost five years, according to Vash.
Five years, and no one had fed him a scrap of news, not even on whether the American war in Vietnam had finally ended, or if the war between Russia and China had ended, either.
He was losing his fucking mind in here.
He was starting to really lose his mind.
The monks, of course, called this “progress.”
Revik had different words for it. He’d been muttering and even shouting those words at them for months now, but they didn’t react to that much, either.
He wanted them to fucking react.
He wanted them to get angry at him now and then, shout back, hit him.
But they never did that, either.
He wondered what they would do . . .what they would really do . . .if he just left. If he just walked out of these cold, dry caves one night, hiked down the mountains to the nearest facsimile of civilization, got as drunk as he possibly could and did his damnedest to get laid as many times as his cock and his light could handle it.
Just thinking about it made him hard. Hard enough that his skin flushed, his light snaked and sparked around his form, like an angry coil of electricity.
Gods. He couldn’t start thinking about sex right now.
He really couldn’t.
He was still mulling over the idea anyway, knowing he wouldn’t do it, knowing why he wouldn’t do it . . .why he couldn’t do it . . .knowing he wasn’t cut out for living on the run for the rest of his life any more than he was cut out for living life as a monk . . .knowing none of that was the real reason either, that it was just another bullshit story he fed his ego to keep it quiet . . .when he reached the door of his cave-like cell and froze.
His light flickered out, confirming what he’d felt.
Someone was waiting for him inside.
Someone he didn’t know.
He snapped into infiltrator mode so quickly that he barely made the conscious decision.
Even so, a few things slid through his mind . . .quickly enough that he could feel the parts of himself that he’d accessed working to protect him already. Of course, in doing so, he didn’t miss the irony that even when he hated his own life, some part of him fought to protect it at all cost . . .with a hyper-vigilance that bordered on pathology.
But a few things calmed that hyper-vigilance slightly.
Whoever waited for him in there, they made no attempt to hide from him.
They made no attempt to hide the fact that they were scanning him, either, which in a seer’s parlance was more or less the polite way to approach a stranger’s light when you wanted to learn more about them. It gave the other seer the opportunity to shield, at least, whether in terms of their light as a whole, or just the parts they’d rather not share with someone they didn’t know.
Even so, the contact brought back Revik’s separation sickness with a lurch.
Fuck. Whoever this was, it wasn’t a monk.
The monks had figured out some way, around Revik at least, to keep their light from triggering the worst aspects of his deprivation. It didn’t really help, of course. He still found himself staring at some of them, depending on the specific frequencies of their light.
Even as he thought it, he found himself thinking he needed to jerk off. He wished he’d done it before he had to deal with this outsider being in his room.
Humor swept the Barrier space around him as he thought it.
Revik’s face warmed almost before it sank in what the humor meant.
It’s quite all right, brother . . . a voice murmured. The seer behind it sent a warm, packed pulse of reassurance with his words. Believe it or not, I’m not entirely unfamiliar with such settings. I won’t take offense, I assure you. And whatever your issues on that front . . .for which I have nothing but the profoundest sympathies, my brother . . .I suspect I’m not really your type.
Revik’s jaw hardened.
Still, the seer had sent him a snapshot, at least . . .even if he’d already made it abundantly clear that he probably outranked Revik, sight-wise.
Middle-aged. Male. Smart ass.
The other seer laughed again.
Are you coming inside, brother Revik? he asked. Or should I come out to you? I was told if I waited here long enough, you would eventually return. Or were those kind old monks lying to me, just to get a reaction?
Muttering under his breath, Revik shifted his weight on his feet indecisively. His hands rose from his sides, clenching on his hips, but his indecisiveness only worsened.
Then, realizing the monks probably didn’t want him dead, no matter how much of a pain in the ass they found him, he made up his mind and walked the rest of the way to the door, making up the distance with jerking but swift steps.
Flinging open the same door, he walked inside, then stopped again, realizing the male seer wasn’t alone.
Three seers sat there. Two males, one female.
So they definitely outranked him.
The one who let Revik feel him first, meaning from outside the door, smiled.
It had to be him.
Gray eyes, holding the same humorous glint. His light felt like what Revik first tasted from outside of the door, too.
All three of them sat on cushions on the stone floor––cushions that someone must have dragged into the room to accommodate them, along with the thicker mats where the cushions had been placed, since neither thing lived in Revik’s room normally. They all sat with straight backs, like they were accustomed to sitting on the floor, possibly for long periods of time.
They looked up at him expectantly, facing him in a disjointed half-circle.
Revik took a snapshot of the seer in the center with his light, even as he looked him over.
He was clearly their leader.
Light gray eyes, as Revik noted when he walked in. Chestnut-colored hair, with some gray at the temples. Maybe three hundred, three-hundred-and-fifty years old? He was in good shape, whoever he was, not a spare ounce of flesh on him. He had odd features for a seer, too, almost a human-European bone structure to go with those gray eyes.
Truthfully, based on physical build and features alone, Revik might have thought him human altogether.
He still couldn’t see much of his light.
He strongly suspected he could only see as much of it as the male specifically wanted him to see, in any case. The pieces Revik managed to discern, he found himself pinning down only with difficulty, and he questioned, even then, if what he looked at was real. He had structure, this seer, but just how much, Revik had no idea.
“Who are you?” he said, blunt.
The three seers looked at one another, as if suppressing smiles.
Still, somehow, Revik got the sense that at least the two male seers were relieved at something they saw in him . . .almost as if they’d been bracing themselves to see something different when Revik walked through that door. The male seer who wasn’t the leader smiled at him in an almost friendly way. He looked younger than his commander, maybe by as much as a hundred years, and his light green eyes––their irises rimmed with darker violet and holding a pale, almost luminescent glow––held an even warmer smile than his lips.
Something in those eyes relaxed a deeper tension in Revik’s chest.
Then another voice jerked his eyes sideways.
“You are Dehgoies Revik?” the female said, her voice clipped, educated.
He looked at her last, realizing only then he’d avoided looking at her at all.
She had long, dark hair that she’d wound into some kind of braid, an infiltrator’s hairstyle if there ever was one. Almost outside of his control, he found himself looking at her body under the armored vest and shirt, noticing she was tall even as he took in her high cheekbones, narrow waist, long legs. His gaze stopped longest on her almond-shaped eyes, which were a strange mixture of light brown and green, with flecks of yellow and what might have been silver in them. Her eyes were stunning in fact, difficult to look away from.
Feeling her notice his stare, maybe even feeling the reaction behind it, he swallowed, folding his arms tightly across his chest before he looked back at the middle-aged male seer sitting in the middle.
He considered saying nothing.
Then he realized he couldn’t do that, either.
“You might not be my type, brother,” he said flatly to the gray-eyed, strangely human-looking male. He gestured towards the female with one hand, not looking at her that time. “ . . .But she is. Does she need to be here?”
There was a silence.
“I mean it,” Revik said. “I don’t want her here.”
The female smiled a little, muttering under her breath in a language Revik didn’t know. When he looked at her directly, almost outside of his control that time, she was shaking her head, right before she clicked at him, glancing up.
“You’re hardly my type, youngster,” she muttered.
She spoke in Prexci that time, obviously for his benefit.
“Then consider this a favor,” he retorted, his voice openly hostile that time.
“Maybe I don’t want any ‘favors’ from you . . .Rook.”
“Then this meeting is over,” Revik said. “Get the fuck out of my room. Now. All of you.”
The middle-aged seer raised a hand in a peace gesture.
Revik turned his head. Once he had, he realized those light gray eyes had never left his face. He never saw those eyes lose focus . . .and yet, he distinctly got the impression he was being scanned, and that the probing came from the gray-eyed man.
Revik couldn’t exactly feel that scan, much less pick up on any details of what the other might be looking for, but the perception didn’t dissipate.
If this seer could hide a scan that well––if he could keep it from showing in his eyes while staring straight at his target––he really was good.
A little too good.
The thought unnerved Revik, even as he grew conscious of how little he’d had to defend himself from such things in here. In fact, over the past few years, ever since he’d left the Rooks’ employ, really, most of his work had been in the opposite direction. They’d been trying to get him to open his light, to trust other seers, to relax his guard.
He’d been struggling with it, to say the least.
Now he found himself wondering if maybe those monks made more progress with him than he’d realized. Finding himself faced with three, highly-ranked infiltrators, all of them obviously better-trained than him, Revik felt his paranoia ratchet up a few notches higher than it had gone in months. Years, possibly.
His body continued to stiffen when the three seers in front of him didn’t move, even as Revik continued to look around at each of their faces, lingering the least long on the female’s, even now. Refolding his arms, Revik shifted his weight from foot to foot.
“You’re not leaving my room,” he remarked, colder. “Was I in any way unclear?”
The gray-eyed male lowered his hand back to his knee without changing expression. When he next spoke, his voice bordered on gentle, but he didn’t aim it at Revik.
“Mara . . .wait outside, please,” he said politely.
The female infiltrator, Mara presumably, gave him a disbelieving look.
“Mara?” the gray-eyed seer said, quieter. “Please.”
Polite or not, Revik heard the order underlying his words.
He reassessed the hierarchy in front of him, even as it grew visible to him. The pecking order was fixed, and not based solely on sight-rank, which was often the case with seers. Military background? Some kind of special unit from the Seven?
Revik let his mind turn that over a few times, too.
After a long-feeling pause, the female seer pulled herself to her feet with obvious annoyance. Revik sensed no true rebellion in her, at least, not towards the gray-eyed seer. The irritation appeared to be aimed at Revik, instead. The gray-eyed seer’s authority appeared to be absolute, whatever she thought of the order itself.
Aiming for the door to the corridor with athletic strides, she gave Revik a hard stare as she walked past him, those shockingly bright eyes of hers flickering over his body briefly along with her light. He winced from the contact, stepping back, then clenched his jaw before he returned her look with a harder stare of his own.
He continued to watch until the door shut behind her.
Then he turned, once more facing the gray-eyed male.
“Was that absolutely necessary?” he said.
The gray-eyed seer shrugged with one hand. “I confess, I wished to see what you would do.”
“What I would do?” Revik felt his jaw harden more. “Meaning . . .what?”
“Meaning whether you would confess an issue there,” the other explained patiently, gesturing towards Revik’s body. “ . . .An issue we can all plainly see, my brother, if you’ll pardon my saying it. Or if you would deny it, and try to find some way to sate those urges later. Perhaps by some attempt to get Mara away from the two of us.”
He said it lightly, and with such obvious honesty, it took Revik a moment to comprehend his words.
“You thought I might rape her?” he said, his anger shifting closer to fury.
The other gestured vaguely, his expression noncommittal. “Not really, no. But I wished to gauge your response. And your honesty about your current condition, from being in here for so long.” His eyes continued to gauge Revik’s intently, the gray irises close to expressionless. “I am quite satisfied with how you handled it, brother.”
Revik’s eyes narrowed. “This was a test?” he said, his voice close to a threat. “You brought her in here to test me?”
“Yes,” the other said simply.
Revik felt his body tighten more, but for a moment, he didn’t know how to push against the other, to get more information out of him. Perhaps because both the other man’s words and his light offered so little resistance, it left Revik at somewhat of a loss.
Whatever this seer’s intentions, he at least wanted to appear to be honest and straightforward. Whether or not he was, Revik couldn’t make up his mind.
“Why?” he said finally. “Who the fuck are you?”
The gray-eyed seer didn’t flinch.
Rather, he rose smoothly to his feet, moving with a deceptive grace. He rose faster than Revik’s eyes could track the motion, and Revik found himself stepping back in a mild alarm, and only after the other had already completely straightened. Although Revik had moved in reflex and the other via intent, Revik still managed to be slower. Once he realized that much, he just stood there, without unfolding his arms, or taking his eyes off the other male.
It had already occurred to him he might be outmatched physically, too.
That hadn’t happened in a long time, either.
“I am Balidor, of the Adhipan,” the other seer said simply.
Revik flinched, even as amazement filtered over his light.
Balidor didn’t give him much time to react, however.
“ . . .I am also the one who just signed your release papers, Dehgoies Revik,” the gray-eyed seer added calmly, smiling a little that time. “ . . .Making you, temporarily, at least, the direct responsibility of the Adhipan, and therefore of me. I will not take you without your permission, of course, but I will try very hard to persuade you to come with us willingly.”
Revik stared at him, feeling his breathing stop.
He spoke before he knew he intended to.
“No,” he said, blunt.
Once he’d said it, the answer strengthened in his light, rather than softening.
“No,” he said again, shaking his head. “No fucking way. Meaning you no disrespect of course, sir, but no matter who you are . . .no.”
“You have not yet heard my proposition.”
“I don’t need to,” Revik said. “It’s not about you. It’s about me.”
“Meaning what?”
Revik stared at him, fighting incredulity. “Meaning what? Clearly, I’m not ready.”
“To leave this place, you mean?”
“Yes.”
“What makes you say that?” Balidor asked at once.
There was a silence.
Then Revik let out a disbelieving laugh.
“I just asked one of your people to leave the room because I don’t trust myself with her, brother,” Revik said. “You just threw a test at me to determine if I was a rapist . . .possibly a killer, if I’m reading your intent and light correctly. Do you really need me to answer that question?”
“You did ask her to leave,” Balidor reminded him. “You did not hide your difficulties. You were honest about them.”
“I may not be tomorrow,” Revik retorted. “ . . .Or the day after that. I may not ask next time, either, brother Adhipan.”
The gray-eyed human smiled faintly, but his eyes turned shrewd once more, appraising. Revik found himself thinking he was being scanned again, too. Moreover, he felt himself being hunted, as if the male seer was looking for some way inside his mind.
“I believe you will,” Balidor said, ending the pause. “ . . .Ask. Is that not enough?”
“No,” Revik said, stepping back unconsciously, physically and with his light. “No, it’s not.”
He glanced at the other male in the room, who he’d almost forgotten, the one with those strange, violet-rimmed, green eyes. That other seer watched him intently too, a faint frown on his face, but more like he was concentrating, looking at something in Revik himself, than judging him necessarily. Feeling himself flush at the scrutiny there, Revik looked back at the human-like countenance of Balidor.
“Even if you are who you say you are,” Revik said. “ . . .I don’t know you, brother. I’m not in the habit of trusting seers I don’t know.”
“Would you like to see my credentials, brother Dehgoies?”
Revik felt his anger sharpen. “No.”
The seer on the floor let out a soft laugh.
“Then what do you need from me?” Balidor said. Ignoring the other male, he kept his eyes on Revik’s face. He held out his hands, palms to either side, almost a position of prayer, but clearly one of submission. “Will you not ask me, at least, what errand brings me here? Or why I would want you with me specifically, brother?”
Revik realized he hadn’t wanted to ask that.
He hadn’t wanted to ask, partly because he feared the answer.
Partly also, perhaps, some smaller voice whispered in his mind, because he might find it persuasive.
“I don’t really want to know,” he said truthfully.
Balidor smiled at that, glancing at the green-eyed male sitting on the floor, who chuckled again softly. Balidor returned his gaze to Revik’s then. His handsome, human-like face and steel-gray eyes held a denser understanding that time, as if he wanted Revik to know that he had known that already, that Revik’s own words had been redundant. Revik didn’t think that was put-on, either. In fact, he strongly suspected that the other male had followed the main threads of his thoughts in more directions than Revik himself wanted to think about.
“Fuck.” Looking between the two of them, he exhaled, unfolding his arms. “Fine. Tell me.”
Balidor let out another low chuckle.
So did the male seer sitting on the floor.
Even so, Balidor’s voice bordered on grim when he answered Revik’s words.
“You have been requested, my brother. By name. By one with more pull than me.”
“Requested?” Revik felt his shoulders stiffen again. “By who? Vash?”
“By sister Kali,” Balidor said, his eyes still carefully watching Revik’s. “Since it is the only message she sent to us before she disappeared, we thought it wise to follow what she prescribed before they––”
“Disappeared?” Revik cut in. “What the fuck does that mean?”
He stared at the other man, feeling his light charge up around his physical form. He felt the other notice that, too, and those gray eyes turned shrewd.
“Yes, brother,” Balidor said simply. He held his gaze, without so much as a twitch in the muscles of his face. “She was taken from her home in the middle of the night.”
Revik felt his pulse speed up. “What about her mate?” he said. “Where is he?”
“He is looking for her, of course.”
“Then why would you want me?” Revik said.
His voice came out harsher than he intended.
He didn’t lower his gaze, though, and neither did Balidor, who stood there, unflinching despite Revik’s tone.
Revik subdued his words anyway.
“What the fuck am I supposed to do?” he said.
“Help us,” Balidor said merely, his gray eyes still fixed on Revik’s.
Revik just looked at him for a moment, then exhaled again. Shaking his head, he clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth, a seer’s expression of regret, disagreement, sometimes of annoyance or even anger. In Revik’s case, it felt like all three.
“I can’t,” he said, shaking his head again.
“Why not, brother?”
Revik stared at him, incredulous. “I can’t. I can’t leave here.” He gestured vaguely around the cell-like cave of his room, pausing on the male seer who still watched the two of them from his cross-legged position on the floor. Staring briefly into those light green eyes, Revik felt his jaw harden, but he said it anyway, even as he broke the stare, swiveling his gaze back to Balidor.
“I’m not ready for this,” he said, feeling his face tighten more. “Clearly, I’m not. Ask anyone here, if you don’t––”
“I did ask,” Balidor said. “As you can likely imagine, I was somewhat thorough.”
Revik’s jaw hardened more. “Clearly you didn’t speak to the right people, then, brother. Do you think I’m making this up? If you don’t believe me, then––”
“––I disagree,” Balidor interjected gently, holding up a hand. “Although I do believe you, brother. You understand that these are not equivalent?”
Revik stared at him. Then he felt his embarrassment slide abruptly into anger.
“Well, you’re wrong––” he began.
“––So does father Vash,” Balidor cut in, interrupting him a third time, again holding up a hand. “ . . .Disagree with you, that is. And the monks here seem to disagree, too, brother, since they have acceded to my request already. So perhaps we do not see your condition as being quite so dire as you imagine?” Balidor smiled, still studying Revik’s eyes, that shrewder, more appraising look apparent in his gaze. “Vash left the final decision up to them, actually. The monks,” Balidor added. “ . . .And ultimately, to you, of course. But he has full confidence in you.”
The words stumped Revik briefly.
Dropping his gaze to the stone floor, he refolded his arms, tighter, as if trying to squeeze the air out of his chest. He could feel the green-eyed seer on the floor staring at him again, too, and somehow, the weight of that gaze caused his skin to flush more, without him really thinking about why.
He fought with the idea of going because Kali asked for him.
But could he really refuse her, given what she’d risked to help him in the past? He thought about what his life had been like before, those last few months in Vietnam . . .the years that stretched before that, how they had felt. How different he had been. When images tried to accompany the thoughts, he winced, pushing them away.
A flicker of disgust wound through his light, but he pushed that way, too.
“Her husband won’t like it,” Revik grunted, speaking aloud without meaning to.
From the floor, the green-eyed seer laughed.
When Revik looked up, annoyed, he saw the same seer smiling at him, warmth in his eyes and light, enough in both to startle Revik, causing him to stare at the male again. He couldn’t quite wrap his mind around the way the other seer seemed to be looking at him, almost like a friend . . .or a comrade, at the very least, possibly even an ally . . .and nothing like Revik himself would have expected, particularly given the conversation he’d just had with the seer’s boss.
Glancing back at Balidor, he saw the older seer smiling at him, too.
The warmth in his eyes may not have been quite so prominent, but that time, Revik saw it.
He spoke almost before he knew he intended to.
“Fine . . .fuck.” He shook his head, clicking as he exhaled. “When do we go?”
Even he heard the surrender in his voice.



CHAPTER 3
BODYGUARD

THEY BRIEFED HIM on the way down the mountain.
Through that whole trip, Revik sat crammed, knee-to-knee and shoulder-to-shoulder between the male seer with the green eyes on one side and Balidor on the other, as well as four other seers on the same and facing benches. Revik didn’t recognize any of the others, but assumed they must be Adhipan, as well.
He couldn’t help noticing that all of them were male, however.
He couldn’t fail to take that as a message, either.
It also crossed his mind to mention that gender might not make a hell of a lot of difference to him at that particular moment in time . . .then decided to keep his sarcastic comments to himself, at least until he’d had time to assess more about these seers and his position among them.
None of the male seers around him seemed likely to trust Revik anytime soon, anyway, from what he could tell of their demeanor and their light. Unlike the green-eyed seer and their leader, Balidor, most of the seers crammed into the back of that jeep appraised Revik like he was some kind of animal, one that might bite them at any moment, given the opportunity, if not try to kill them outright.
Revik supposed that shouldn’t have surprised him, either.
They all clearly knew who he was.
Balidor appeared to ignore their stares, so Revik did his best to do the same. He didn’t miss the off-and-on flickers and probes of their light, however, or the wariness that came off the snaking trails of their aleimi. He caught them exchanging words with one another where he couldn’t hear them, too, only catching the vaguest flavor of what had been said.
Revik focused on what Balidor told him, instead, wincing a little as the jeep jostled and jumped over the uneven road down the side of the mountain.
“ . . .Her mate, Uye, got picked up by SCARB when he went after her,” Balidor explained, his hands clasped between his jostling knees, likely in part to keep them from knocking together. “He’s been delayed as a result, but we’re negotiating with our contacts there to get him out. They have him in a holding cell in Los Angeles . . .”
Revik frowned. “That can’t be a coincidence,” he said.
“Well, he got in a fight when they tried to stop him from going after her,” Balidor said, his voice holding a matter-of-fact tone. “ . . .So no, it is not. However, we no longer think that the two events were coordinated, if that is what you are implying.” Balidor glanced up at him, his mouth set in a grim expression. “There are a number of agents of the Org fighting to hold on to him, of course. We think in an attempt to pull intelligence off him. But we also think now, based on intel that we’ve received from the inside, that it’s because of his sight rank, which is quite high, not because they know who he is, specifically.”
“Which is . . .?” Revik began, trailing as he glanced surreptitiously at a particularly large male sitting on the bench across from him. The other seer, looking somewhat less hostile than most of the seers in the back of the jeep, appeared to be eyeing Revik with an open curiosity instead. He had one of the Nazi scars from the concentration camps cutting across his face.
“ . . .Who?” Revik finished belatedly, looking back at Balidor’s face. “Who is he, precisely? This Uye?”
“He is Kali’s mate,” Balidor said, as if that explained everything. “We think they’ve got him targeted for recruitment, which is why they won’t let him go. His potential is statistically rare, and he’s got a fair bit of training . . .including some military, which they managed to discern even though he’d been attempting to hide that fact from them. He’s also unreg’d with any of the agencies and has been for his entire life, so I imagine they are curious about him, too. He’s had to stay off the grid because of his mate, too, of course . . .”
Revik nodded, swallowing his questions that time, even though he still didn’t really know what the “of course” meant exactly.
“So where are we going?” he said finally.
“South America,” Balidor replied. “They have taken her to Manaus.”
“Manaus?” Revik said. “Why? Was she sold?”
Balidor cocked an eyebrow at him. “No, brother. They didn’t take her to the human city.”
There was a silence.
“Guoreum?” Revik frowned. “That’s pretty extreme. What did she do?”
“She didn’t do anything, brother.”
“I mean . . .what are they saying she did?”
“As far as I know, they have not charged her with any crime. Which is why this worries us, brother . . .even beyond the conditions in Guoreum itself.”
Revik just stared at those unreadable gray eyes, fighting the conflicting emotions warring inside his light. He knew what lived outside of the human city of Manaus. Hell, he’d been there, on the ground, while it was being built. Maybe he couldn’t remember all the details of those days anymore, but he hadn’t forgotten the bare bones.
There was only one work camp outside of Manaus.
Named Guoreum in some weird flight of fancy of Terian’s––after a mythological eagle that acted as a symbol of immovable will in the face of adversity in the old myths––the camp outside Manaus was generally considered one of the worst created by the Org. It had been designed for particularly hardened criminals in the seer world, and had some of the most extreme measures of deprivation and isolation of any since the Org first started building camps in the post-war period. The Org reserved the cells of Guoreum almost exclusively for terrorists and political prisoners of some rank, as well as other criminal threats to their “New Order.”
Revik had sent people there himself, not all that long ago.
The thought brought his nausea back in a dense wave.
“What do you mean, she didn’t do anything?” Revik said after the pause.
Balidor sighed that time, running a hand through his chestnut-colored hair.
“I do not know why they took her there, brother,” he said, his voice heavy. He looked up then, his gray eyes holding a more difficult-to-read emotion. “You must be aware that sometimes the reasons for these things are more personal in nature?”
Revik returned his look, unblinking.
Then, swallowing, he nodded, averting his gaze. “Yes.”
Something in Balidor’s eyes had relaxed when Revik looked at him next. His tone also grew quieter, almost gentle.
“You should know another thing, too, brother.”
Revik stiffened, seeing the hesitation in the other man’s eyes.
“She is pregnant,” Balidor said.
Revik flinched again, feeling his chest constrict.
Sighing, Balidor made another of those conciliatory gestures with his hand.
“ . . .More than pregnant,” he added, lower. “She is close to term. According to her husband, she could have her child any day now.”
Revik felt that slow burn grow in his chest, gradually shifting into a harder pain, until he found it difficult to breathe. It wasn’t separation pain that time, either, but something else.
Without meaning to almost, he found himself thinking of Kali’s husband. He thought about if it had been him, stuck in a SCARB holding cell on the other side of the world from his blind, pregnant, kidnapped wife.
For the first time since he’d met Kali, Revik found himself glad he wasn’t her mate.
“Brother.”
Revik turned his head, meeting that steel-colored gaze.
Seeing the knowing in the other man’s eyes, Revik swallowed.
“I have been given a message. From her husband. To you.” As if seeing something in Revik’s face, Balidor hesitated, then made another of those nearly-apologetic hand waves. “ . . .We told him we were pulling you. And what his wife had said. We felt obligated to inform him of this development, if not necessarily to ask him permission. He had a right to know.”
Revik nodded, agreeing with that, too.
He didn’t really want the details of that conversation, however.
As if realizing he would not ask, Balidor sighed a beat later, clicking softly.
“He said to tell you that your role constituted one word. One word alone. He said that if you deviated from that role, if you tried to surpass it or expand it in any way, with either his daughter or his wife, he would hunt you down.” Balidor hesitated, his eyes still holding that faint apology. “ . . .He said he would kill you, brother Dehgoies. Even if his family was unharmed.”
Revik only nodded.
He couldn’t say the words surprised him, but some part of his light retracted anyway, feeling the threat more deeply than he would have before.
Or maybe simply more deeply considering where it came from.
Kali would have told her husband about him.
Of course she would have. She would have told him everything.
Revik nodded to himself, feeling his chest tighten more.
“What was the word?” he said, realizing Balidor wouldn’t speak until he did.
He turned his head, and that time, sympathy shone from those blue-gray eyes. Balidor laid a hand on his arm, in reassurance that time, maybe, or maybe simply because he thought Revik needed the contact. Hell, maybe he even did.
“Bodyguard,” Balidor said, simply. “The word he used was ‘bodyguard,’ brother. In fact, he said, Hul-tare, the ancient guard of the light.”
Thinking about this, Revik nodded again.
He knew the myth about Hul-tare.
He couldn’t help but think that the part about that particular mythic guard being celibate, asexual and willing to die for his charges could have been unintended, either.
“I understand,” is all he said.
Clasping his hands between his knees in an unconscious imitation of Balidor’s own pose, he stared out through the window at the passing scenery, without really seeing any of it. Even so, in some part of his mind, he catalogued pine trees, the distant flash of blue sky, of white clouds intervening along with sunlight, the sharper edges of the Pamir range as they descended down the steep slopes. He noted in that same part of his mind that they were heading south, so probably towards Kabul in Afghanistan, rather than Dushanbe in Tajikistan.
He supposed that made sense, too.
Ticking, ticking in the background.
The tactical part of his mind endlessly clicked on its own tracks, regardless of whatever emotions tugged at him on the surface.
Some days, it bothered Revik, made him feel like some kind of machine.
Other days, it was a relief.
When Balidor said nothing else, Revik only nodded again.
“Okay,” he repeated. “I understand.”
He did, too.
When he glanced back towards the window that time, he paused on the green-eyed male sitting next to him, the same one who had been in his room with Balidor and the female seer, Mara. He realized only then that the other male was staring at him again, a thin veneer of puzzlement coloring those jade-colored eyes.
Something else lived there, too.
Something Revik discarded almost as soon as it flickered past his awareness, if only because he didn’t quite know what to do with it.

The idea that they would be landing in São Paulo in about thirty seconds and entering the airport approximately twelve minutes after that had Revik in a state bordering on what he realized may have been an anxiety attack.
He’d already reacted badly to Kabul.
On the first long, plane ride, seated with a bunch of infiltrators whose light exuded more silence than noise, even when they spoke, had calmed him down some since they’d left the airport in Afghanistan, but he knew São Paulo would be even more crowded, even more intense and even more lacking in boundaries around his personal space.
He also knew he had a better chance of being recognized there.
Under the Org, with only a few exceptions, Galaith kept him stationed in the West. That meant primarily North and South America, with some time spent in Europe and even less in Russia. Revik’s time in Russia had been not long after the end of the war, anyway, so near the beginning of his time with the Org. It had more to do with operational priorities at the time, anyway, and the stint in Moscow only lasted a few years.
Without coming out and saying it explicitly, Galaith wanted Revik out of Asia.
Revik always assumed he’d been trying to put some distance between Revik and his family, an idea that Revik himself found quite funny, actually. There was no love lost between Revik and his adoptive family. He wouldn’t have sought them out for regular visits, even if he lived next door.
He didn’t try to voice any of his concerns about São Paulo to his new companions, however. He followed along with them without speaking much at all, really.
He noticed that Balidor rarely left his side. He didn’t know if that was for his protection or to ensure he didn’t split at the earliest opportunity, but Revik found he appreciated the proximity of the other seer. He noticed the green-eyed seer with the streaked brown and black hair didn’t stray very far, either, which Revik also found strangely comforting.
Revik now knew the male’s name to be Dalejem, or “Jem,” as the other Adhipan seers seemed to uniformly call him. Dalejem seemed to have made Revik his pet project of sorts, too, although he didn’t say as much to him aloud, merely attached himself to Revik’s every move once they left the caves. Something in the way the other seer’s light enveloped his made it difficult for Revik to mind, however. He felt the protectiveness there, and couldn’t help but appreciate it, even though Dalejem was a stranger, too.
Maybe he’d just been absent from that kind of warmth for too long.
Or maybe that absence was simply making him stupid.
In either case, he let himself be escorted.
He didn’t speak much to either of them, but merely followed Balidor and Dalejem when they urged, and even when they didn’t. He still felt strangely out of place, no matter where they were. In the airport at Kabul, he felt like he’d been thrown into some kind of alternate reality, where he walked as an alien life form among the indigenes.
Sounds battered him the instant he’d first stepped out of the jeep, like the volume of a radio that had been turned violently up, shattering a silence Revik only noticed in its absence. The drone of the jeep’s engine hadn’t managed to penetrate that silence on its own, but once they hit the streets of Kabul, Revik flinched from the horns, the shouts of pedestrians in markets and on the street as they passed, dogs barking, music from the open-air shops, feed stations running on the larger stores, both in images and text, the contact with so many minds . . .not only in his light murmuring at the edge of his awareness but in his visual range before long, too.
Once he got close enough that the people attached to those minds began talking to him, wanting things from him, trying to sell him things, Revik basically hid behind the other seers, feeling some embarrassment for doing it, but unable to help himself. To their credit, the seers closed around him, and he felt more understanding (and surprise, in some cases) than he did ridicule or even judgment.
Even so, it was hard to take.
Given that hawkers and touts descended on them pretty much as soon as they hit the cold but still dusty streets . . .it was almost more than he could handle.
Smells hit him, too, shockingly strong, some extremely unpleasant, some mildly so, the rest just overwhelming in their frequency and intensity. Petrol, exhaust fumes, spiced foods, sweaty bodies, dirty clothes, the chemical taste of perfume, animal urine, rotting vegetation from the stands, meat cooking, burning plastic from a trash fire, rotting animal meat, sulfur . . .
He looked at faces, even when they didn’t look at him, but his eyes couldn’t track them all, any better than his light. He found himself staring at a group of women wearing full burqas of a sharp, lapis lazuli color. He barely comprehended what he was looking at until Dalejem pinged a warning at him with his light. When Revik’s eyes swiveled to the other seer, then followed the direction of his warning’s meaning, Revik saw a group of male, Afghani humans watching him stare at the females in burqas. The connection between those male Afghanis and the warning and the women fell into place, enough to get Revik to look away, anyway.
When he glanced at Dalejem himself, somewhat embarrassed, the other seer only smiled.
Revik saw the faint warning in those green eyes, however.
Don’t stare at the women here, brother, he cautioned gently. Not the human ones . . .no matter how hungry you are. It’s bad politics, and we don’t have time for a confrontation with the locals.
Revik blinked at that, startled, but not offended.
He’d turned over the other’s words, wondering if he’d been staring at more than the color of the burqas after all, consciously or not. He couldn’t make up his mind. Truthfully, he hadn’t been aware of thinking about sex at all, not here, not in the face of so much stimuli, most of which just made him recoil from the shock to his light.
After Dalejem’s words, he did make a point of not looking overtly at the Afghani humans, however, especially the females.
He also noticed that the female seers with them, Mara included, had covered their hair and in some cases their faces before they’d left the jeep traveling behind his.
Revik knew that might be partly to obscure the truth of their race as much as to adhere to local custom, but he noted that things might be more tense in this part of the world than he remembered, too.
Your intuitions are accurate, Dalejem told him, apparently feeling enough of Revik’s thoughts to feel compelled to answer. Things are . . .heated . . .in this part of the world. Many of the social customs have become more rigid as a result. There is a resurgence of human religious fundamentalism in this part of the world, brother. There are a number of radical sects following the seer myths, as well. Terrorism is on the rise as a result. We have been trying to stabilize the situation, but most of it is symptomatic. Far deeper problems are beginning to manifest, brother, both within the seer and human communities.
Trailing, Dalejem flipped one hand eloquently, a seer’s shrug.
Revik thought he might say more, but he didn’t.
Realizing that he wouldn’t, Revik nodded, and didn’t ask for more information.
He supposed he would have plenty of time to learn about that kind of thing later, anyway. He also caught the other male’s underlying implications.
Mythers. Religious wars. The scriptures were rife with predictions around this.
He let Dalejem and Balidor lead him towards the door of the airport, keeping his light and his eyes within the group of infiltrators.
He still caught a few stares, however.
He found himself strangely self-conscious of his clothes, touching his face to remind himself if he’d shaved, how long his hair was, what he even looked like.
It hit him . . .really hit him . . .that he hadn’t left those caves in over five years.
At the thought, Dalejem and Balidor’s lights wrapped more tightly into his.
It was strange to be protected by these two men, given who he was.
It was strange, but not unwelcome.
Revik knew of the Adhipan, of course. He didn’t know much about them in terms of details, but then, apart from Vash and a handful of other members of the High Council of the Seven Tribes, Revik doubted most seers knew much about the Adhipan in terms of details, apart from rumors. Historically, the Adhipan worked in secret. They trained in secret and recruited in secret and had done so for over two thousand years.
Regardless, all seers had heard of the Adhipan, whether they believed them to be more myth than reality or the reverse. Revik had been hearing stories of the Adhipan since he was a boy growing up in the mountains of the Himalayas. Like most young seers, he supposed, he’d heroized them. Also like most young seers, Revik had fantasized more than once about being invited into that elite cadre, about being marked as one of the chosen.
He never had been, of course.
Frankly, most of what Revik had been told, he’d questioned the accuracy of as an adult, if only because so many people seemed to try and use sightings or knowledge of the Adhipan as bragging rights of one kind of another. They had joked about such things a lot when Revik was still a member of the Org . . .
But he pushed that from his mind, too.
He had heard myth-like rumors about Balidor himself, even.
It was said, by those who believed he existed at all, that Balidor was the greatest infiltrator alive, perhaps even of the past several generations. It was said that his sight skills matched those of the Council Seers themselves . . .and far surpassed them in any area utilizing a military skill, or anything that exceeded the charter of the more religiously-oriented seers.
Balidor constituted a living legend among seers, and not only because very few could claim to have met him or even seen him in the flesh.
Revik still entertained a few fleeting doubts that this human-looking seer could really be the famed Balidor, but as he watched him work and studied his light surreptitiously––or what he pretended was surreptitious anyway, since the occasional puzzled and/or humorous looks aimed his way by Balidor himself told him otherwise––Revik’s doubt began to fade. He felt no duplicitousness on any of these seers. Even those who did not trust him––or did not like him because of what he was––did not hide those sentiments in any way.
Further, Revik felt a frequency of light on Balidor similar to what he felt on Vash. That frequency was one with which Revik had grown familiar over the past few years. He found it increasingly difficult to distrust that light, or to shy away from it.
It rang of truth, somehow.
Even “truth” wasn’t quite the right word, but it was closest to what Revik felt. Truth, clarity, love . . .or maybe just “reality” in the broader, more philosophical sense.
At any rate, that light didn’t seem to be hiding anything from him, either.
In fact, it seemed to encourage him to look deeper.
Whoever this gray-eyed seer was, when he named Revik as his responsibility, Revik hadn’t taken those as idle words. If he truly was Balidor of the Adhipan, he probably meant those words quite literally. The Adhipan not only followed Code, they considered themselves the protectors of that Code, its champions. They did not lie. Not even in half-truths.
Moreover, they did not work against the free will of any being. It was one of the most basic tenets of Code, one that required absolute transparency.
So if Balidor was who he said he was, he would protect him, at least out here.
Revik hadn’t yet asked if he would be returned to the caves of the Pamir when Kali’s need for him had ended, but he assumed that they would. So he took Balidor’s promise to mean that he would do everything in his power to return Revik to the monks in one piece, so that Revik could complete the terms of his penance.
Which could also mean that Revik was a prisoner here, when all was said and done.
He forgot all of that, of course––even Kali, who he’d been trying actively to not think about since they’d first told him of her kidnapping––when he walked off that plane in São Paulo.

Revik found himself fighting not to . . .well, fight.
Hands pulled at him, tugging his clothes.
He’d left the airport following close behind Balidor and Dalejem, tracking the positions of the other infiltrators as they left the glass-enclosed area of customs. Once the second set of glass doors opened them out onto the curb and into the tropical sunlight and dense, humid air near to the equator, Revik let out an involuntary gasp. Wet heat clung to his mouth and nose, sucking at his lungs, making it difficult to breathe. It felt like he broke out into a sweat all over his body in a matter of seconds, and shock hit his system as he realized again how few changes in his environment he’d had to endure over the previous few years.
It reminded him of Vietnam, too, which didn’t exactly calm him down.
Worse than that, he felt exposed, even before a group of touts spotted their group and surrounded them, offering him hotels, women, tours, food and stolen watches before Revik had come close to regaining his equilibrium . . .or even adjusted his eyes to the bright sunlight.
Fighting to control his own reactions, he glanced around at the seers he’d left the plane with, and saw them all standing at the curb a few yards away, watching in some amusement as he alone among them seemed unable . . .or perhaps unwilling . . .to manage the crowd of humans, all of whom seemed to want something from him. Revik found himself fighting to talk himself down, to not overreact . . .even as he put a pair of mirrored sunglasses clumsily over his eyes to minimize the chances someone might ID him as a seer.
“Dehgoies!” a female voice called out mockingly. “Do you intend to let them strip you naked? Or do you plan to join the rest of us at some point . . .?”
She sent him a snapshot as she said it.
Revik felt the meaning behind it, even as his skin warmed with more than just the heated air.
They’d pushed them, of course. In that same cluster of packed images and meanings, Revik realized that it didn’t break Code to push humans to not see him, if it was important that his race and his person not be noticed. It fell under the category of self-defense.
Revik felt his light cringe with embarrassment, even as he sent a gentle push out with his aleimi, carefully turning the humans’ interest and minds away from him.
He has no money. He is useless to us . . . he sent softly.
He knew it was all right.
The Adhipan seers all but told him to do it, but something about impinging on their free will felt wrong to him, anyway.
Maybe he really had been spending too much time with those monks.
Once he had done it, though, it was too late.
The human eyes in front of him glazed. They slowly began to back away from him, almost as a group. A man took his hand off Revik’s arm, giving him an irritated look before shaking his head and walking back towards the glass doors, looking for a tourist with more to offer. The human female who had been closet to him in those few seconds backed away last, caressing Revik’s thigh through his pants as her fingers left him, and Revik bit his tongue, hard.
Humor rippled the Barrier around him as he did it, and that time, Revik felt something closer to shame. Fighting not to let it turn into anger, he shut his light down altogether instead.
Then someone had hold of his arm.
Before he could stop himself, Revik glanced down.
“Do not worry, brother,” Dalejem said to him in English, smiling at him.
For the first time, Revik really looked at the other male, and realized the seer stood only a few inches shorter than Revik himself.
“They are giving you shit,” he said. “It’s hazing, brother. They sent those humans at you, to see what you would do.”
Revik felt his embarrassment turn into a more smoldering irritation.
Dalejem nudged him playfully with his shoulder. “Do not be angry, brother,” he said, grinning wider. “It was not done in spite . . .quite the opposite. It means that most of them have decided that they like you.”
Revik rolled his eyes at that, snorting a little in spite of himself.
“ . . .They will not leave you behind,” Dalejem added, tilting his head for Revik to follow. “But we had better go.”
There is nothing to be embarrassed about, brother . . . he added softer in his mind. Truly. We are all surprised at how well you are doing with this . . .
Nodding once, seer-fashion, Revik didn’t open his light, but he felt that tension in his chest relax slightly. He averted his eyes from Dalegjem’s intent stare, following the tug of those fingers and fighting to ignore the fact that he’d gotten hard from the human’s caress, and that the others probably noticed that, too.
By the time he reached the curb, four SUVs had pulled up with tinted windows.
Modified, Revik guessed, likely bullet-proof and mine-proof organics on the sides and the lower chassis. It occurred to him in the back-end of that same thought that the more tactical side of his mind lived there still, despite how completely off-balance he felt.
He let Dalejem lead him into the last of those SUVs. He closed his light even more when he found Mara in there, too, now grinning at him with a smug triumph in her eyes.
“Enjoy yourself, pup?” she asked him as he took his seat.
When he glanced over at her, he saw her staring pointedly at his crotch. He covered it with one arm, almost before he knew he meant to.
He realized his mistake when she laughed in delight, causing a few of the seers sitting around her in the cramped space to laugh, too.
“Don’t be ashamed,” she said, smirking at him again when he glanced up. “From what I can tell, you have nothing to be embarrassed of down there, brother . . .”
“Leave him alone, Mara,” Dalejem said.
That time, Revik heard the hardness underlying the other male’s words.
He didn’t know if he resented it or felt grateful. Deciding not to entertain either thing, he wiped the last of the thoughts from his mind, staring out the tinted windows with no expression on his face, his light as closed as he could manage to make it.
He might not be as good at hiding his light as any of them, but he could still keep himself from thinking well enough to not give them too much ammunition.
At the thought, he felt a pulse of warmth hit his chest, strong enough and heated enough that he looked over in spite of himself. That time, when he met Dalejem’s gaze––for it had to be Dalejem, since he was the only one here who didn’t seem to hate him entirely––he couldn’t help but wince at the pity he saw there.
But he wasn’t here for them, he reminded himself.
He was here because he owed Kali.
Although as he turned over that thought in the more bitter corners of his mind, he knew he might be lying to himself about that, too.
 



CHAPTER 4
BEING TESTED

“WHAT ARE WE doing out here?” Revik said.
The other male didn’t answer him at first, but continued to push past trees in the jungle, a heavy, black, canvas bag wrapped around his back cross-wise. Revik followed him, without even slowing his pace much really. Even so, he felt a denser kind of pain hardening in his chest.
He could feel that the other seers were trying more with him.
They’d laid off on some of the teasing he’d gotten when they first landed in São Paulo, but he couldn’t help but notice their eyes on him. They watched him more than they watched one another, and while he saw curiosity in some of those stares, not only hostility, the added scrutiny couldn’t help but make him paranoid, if only because he couldn’t read them at all.
They didn’t seem to mind that, either, as far as he could tell.
Meaning, the power imbalance between him and the rest of them.
Anyway, Revik strongly suspected that their more subdued air around him had more to do with Balidor chewing them all out than any change of heart, regardless of Dalejem’s attempts to reassure him.
Still, the seer in front of him was one of the few Revik grudgingly trusted.
“Just come with me, brother,” Dalejem said, smiling as he glanced over his shoulder at him. “I’m not bringing you out here to shoot you, I promise.”
“Then what is this?”
Revik heard the wariness in his own voice, but couldn’t hide that, either.
Clearly hearing it as well, Dalejem came to a stop, exhaling in a sort of amused exasperation, his hands on his hips as he turned to face Revik directly.
“Are you always this paranoid, brother?” he said.
Revik thought about that, too. Stopping when Dalejem did, he wiped the sweat off his brow with the back of one hand.
“Yes,” he said after another pause.
Dalejem laughed aloud at that, shaking his head.
The long dark, brown and black hair he wore wound around a clip had come down in pieces since they’d left the camp. Revik found himself looking at where it stuck to the male’s neck, even as the other clicked at him in mock-reproach.
“It is a wonder they call the Org a ‘Brotherhood,’” he said.
Revik thought about that, too, feeling the truth behind his words.
He’d noticed a number of those types of ironies with the Org, now that he was outside the Pyramid’s construct and could see them more clearly. Before he could come up with a reply, however, Dalejem had turned again, hitching the heavy bag up higher on his back and then sliding a machete out of his belt with a scraping sound.
Revik eyed it warily until Dalejem swung it to clear their path, hacking at vines that covered what appeared to be some kind of light game trail.
“A hint, brother,” Revik said. “Some indication.”
Dalejem laughed again, but didn’t turn, or stop swinging the machete.
“I wanted to bring you somewhere we wouldn’t be overheard,” Dalejem said. “No one else was offering, but they were all wondering, so I volunteered.”
Revik came to a dead stop at that, fighting his way through the other’s words, but Dalejem kept walking that time, only glancing back at him long enough to chuckle.
“Gods. You weren’t kidding about the paranoia.”
Revik only stood there, watching him.
He continued to watch as Dalejem moved away.
Realizing the other wasn’t going to wait for him that time, Revik turned possibilities over in his mind, even as it occurred to him that some part of his light had reacted inappropriately to the other’s words, too. He knew he probably wouldn’t be able to hide any one of his reactions for long, but after a few more seconds’ hesitation, he shook his head, clicking at himself that time in irritation, embarrassment and a number of other emotions he might not have been able to put easily into words, right before he began walking again––faster, that time––to close the distance between himself and the other seer.
He ignored the faintly puzzled pulse that came off Dalejem that time.
When they had been walking for another ten or so minutes, Dalejem led him to the edge of a wide clearing in the jungle, one that opened up onto marshy grasses and blue skies so suddenly that Revik came to another abrupt halt, receding back into the trees as he held up a hand to shield his face from the sun. He glanced over as Dalejem yanked the strap from around his shoulder and head, and dumped the heavy black bag on the jungle floor.
Standing out in the open, his hands on his hips once more, Dalejem clicked at him softly when Revik lowered his hand.
“Gods,” the other said, his voice still holding that friendliness. “You really are paranoid. Who do you think might shoot at us out here?”
“Humans,” Revik said at once. “A routine outer patrol sent by the camp’s guards. A SCARB scouting party, if they already felt us out here . . .”
Clicking softly, Dalejem seemed to give in, although Revik could feel the near eye-roll in his light as Dalejem placed his hands on his hips, surveying the surrounding hills.
“They cannot penetrate Balidor’s shield,” Dalejem said then. He turned, walking back the way he had come and out of the tall grasses, reaching the place where Revik stood in the relatively greater protection of the tree line. “It is all right, brother. I promise.”
“I’m not afraid,” Revik said, his voice holding an edge.
“Of course you are,” Dalejem said, matter-of-fact. “With good reason, brother. You are a traitor to them, are you not?”
Revik looked at Dalejem directly at that.
Despite the fact that the other seer stood in the shade of the palm trees, along with a handful of Brazil nuts and floss silks, sparks of sunlight found Dalejem’s green eyes, illuminating their color as well as the slightly darker ring of violet around each iris.
“I am a traitor to a lot of people,” Revik answered, refusing to look away.
Dalejem smiled at that, too, then laid a hand cautiously on his arm.
“Did you bring your own gun?” he asked, seemingly out of nowhere.
Revik blinked.
Then, nodding, he reached for the holster under his left arm, pulling out the Glock-17 Balidor had given him. He started to hand it to the other seer, still moving cautiously, but Dalejem waved him off.
“No, no,” he said, clicking softly. “We’ll start with that. Presumably, you know how it works, if you’re carrying it.”
He stepped out of the way, then, opening up Revik’s view of the field that stood before them. Revik realized only then that the “field” itself was likely a product of deforestation. He wondered if it had been done to expand cattle grazing, or for some other reason.
He could see no cattle on it now.
He was about to ask Dalejem again, what the hell they were doing out here, when Dalejem spoke to him before he could, using a sharper, more business-like tone.
“Pick a target,” he said. “One hundred feet. Mark it to me verbally before you try for it . . .”
“What is this, brother? What are you––”
“What do you think I’m doing?” Dalejem said, his voice puzzled now. “I’m trying to see if you can shoot. We’re going on a live op tomorrow. You’ve been in a cave for five years, brother . . .learning not to kill things. We need to know if we can depend on you.”
Revik blinked at him.
Then, putting together the rest of what the other had said to him earlier, he let out an involuntary laugh.
“Are you offended?” Dalejem said, his lips pursing slightly.
“No.” Revik shook his head, raising the gun to more or less shoulder height. “No, brother. I’m not offended. Do you want a moving target? Or stationary?”
“Stationary,” Dalejem said. He gave Revik’s light a rebuking nudge. “Did you think I brought you out here to harm defenseless birds, brother?”
“No,” Revik said. “But maybe to bring back dinner.”
Dalejem clicked at him again, but Revik heard amusement there that time.
He felt the tension dissipate more from his own light.
“Do you have a target yet? You are very slow,” Dalejem said, his voice holding a more openly teasing rebuke.
“I have one. I was waiting for instructions, brother.”
“Instructions you already received.”
Revik rolled his eyes in exaggerated seer-fashion. “The white leaf there. The big one, on the small cashew tree nearest.”
“That’s not a cashew,” Dalejem said, squinting.
“Yes, it is.”
Dalejem raised a hand, shielding his eyes. “Okay, so it is.”
“Do you want me to shoot?”
“Will it get you to stop talking?”
Revik let out a snort, then used his light and eyes to aim. Without belaboring it, he squeezed off a shot, flinching a bit from the echo of the report, in spite of what Dalejem had said.
“Satisfied?” Revik said, lowering the gun.
“Not yet,” Dalejem said.
He walked out into the open field, even though Revik tensed as soon as the other seer left the protection of the trees. Revik remained where he was, holding the gun, knowing he was covering the other male, although Dalejem hadn’t asked him to do that, either.
His light snaked out over the field, too, examining the nearby Barrier space for anyone who might be watching what they were doing, focusing especially on places where someone might have a clear shot at the two of them. As soon as he looked from his aleimi, however, he felt flavors of Balidor and the others, and realized that he and Dalejem remained inside a protected part of the construct still, that Dalejem had taken him out to one of the edges of it, perhaps, but not outside of it. Following the course of that wall around the camp he’d left with the other male about an hour ago, as well as to the other side of that line . . .
Revik let out a gasp, his vision slanting out.
His vision blurred abruptly, even as his shoulder hit something, hard.
He had some awareness of a voice, of someone shouting for him, maybe. He felt a wrench in his gut that nearly made him lose consciousness altogether . . .
Then he was looking up, blinking into dappled sunlight, his chest compressed into a hard knot. His fingers gripped his own shirt and vest in a sweated fist. He felt nauseous from pain, but he could see again; he could almost move his mind. He realized that some new kind of shield constrained his light, holding it nearer to his body, and felt Balidor in that, along with flavors of the man standing over him, now blocking the sunlight.
Revik was still looking up, fighting to focus his eyes, when the sound came back on, even as the man fell to his knees in the cluster of tree roots over which Revik lay. As soon as Revik realized that much, he found himself understanding a few more things.
He was lying on his back, and his back hurt . . .likely because he’d connected hard with those same tree roots when he hit the ground. He let out another low gasp, fighting to pull his light even closer to his body, when Dalejem laid a hand on his chest, gripping his arm. He flooded Revik’s light with warmth, with his own light, and Revik groaned, writhing out from the other’s touch before he’d made a conscious thought.
“Fuck,” he gasped. “No. No, goddamn it.”
Dalejem immediately withdrew his light.
As if to make his intentions clear, he also raised both of his hands.
Once he had, he only stared down at Revik, his expression bordering on wary.
Then Revik’s eyes clicked into focus. He realized he’d closed his light off to the other male entirely, that it wasn’t wariness he saw in the other’s eyes, but something closer to caution . . .laced with a sympathy that lay even more prominently on the surface.
“Are you all right?” Dalejem asked.
Revik realized he continued to clutch his own shirt over the front of his chest. He continued to struggle for breath, too, gasping like he’d been running. He felt light-headed, as well, like his blood was low on sugar, like he’d fainted.
He had fainted, he realized.
Fuck.
“Yeah.” He wasn’t looking at Dalejem now, but down at his own hand, the one holding up his body on one of the exposed, rounded roots of a Brazil nut tree. His hand still gripped the Glock somehow, and it occurred to him the thing was live, and still had ammunition in it. He clicked the trigger safety in rote, setting the thing down on the ground. It was a miracle he hadn’t shot himself. Or Dalejem.
“Yeah.” He sat up, and stopped again, immediately light-headed. He wiped sweat from his brow, realizing only then that his hand was shaking. “Sorry. Gods.” He looked up at the other male, his voice reluctant. “Are you all right? I didn’t . . .do anything. Did I?”
Dalejem gave him one of his thin smiles. “You fell like a stone, brother. Does that count?”
Revik didn’t answer, but continued to fight to gain control over his light.
“I should have warned you, brother,” Dalejem said, his voice more gentle. “Balidor connected our construct to her last night.”
Revik didn’t speak, but felt his body stiffen.
He fought with the part of himself that wanted to deny that as the cause for what he’d just done, how crazy he was acting, but he couldn’t do that, either.
Unfortunately, Dalejem didn’t seem willing to let it go so easily.
“Balidor is right, then? You are fixated on her?” he said, his voice deceptively casual.
Revik felt his jaw harden more, enough to hurt his face.
“I’m not trying to embarrass you, brother,” Dalejem said. “But we should talk about this. Balidor had concerns about this with you. So we can either talk about it here, you and I . . .or you can go back to camp, and Balidor can examine your light himself.”
Revik glanced up at that, feeling the light in his chest grow dimmer.
“Is that the real reason you brought me out here?” he said.
His voice came out cold, and he regretted it almost the moment he said it, but he couldn’t seem to make himself take it back, either.
Dalejem shook his head. “No, brother.” He paused, still gauging Revik’s face, and seemingly his light now, as well. “Are you not going to talk to me then?”
Revik stared without seeing at the trunk of the tree, fighting back his emotional reactions, the shame that still wanted to take over his light, the deeper feeling of anger and resentment. Why the fuck hadn’t they left him in that cave? He shouldn’t be here. He shouldn’t fucking be here, and he’d told them that. But they dragged him out here anyway, and now they wanted to give him shit for not being able to handle it?
“No one is blaming you, brother,” Dalejem said, quieter. “I am only asking. Do you not want to admit that much? You are fixated.”
Revik shook his head, but not in a no.
Dalejem frowned slightly anyway, looking over Revik’s body, and again doing what must have been at least a quick pass over his light.
“You are not fixated?” Dalejem said.
Revik exhaled, feeling that anger sharpen in his light, even as he forced his fist to open, for his fingers to release his own shirt. Staring down at where sweat had dampened the front of it from his hand, twisting it into an odd pattern from the intensity of his clutching, he felt that shame twist deeper in his gut, even as he forced himself to speak.
“I honestly don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know what it is.”
“You have been fixated before?”
Revik looked up at him, biting his own tongue, hard enough for it to hurt. “Yes.”
“When?”
“My wife,” he said, looking away again. “During the war.”
He slid back on the mud and ferns, but stopped when he got light-headed again. When his eyes found Dalejem next, the other seer only nodded.
“This is different?” he prompted.
Revik nodded. “Yes.”
“In what way?”
Revik exhaled, letting his irritation be audible. “I don’t know. I fucking don’t. This is more about light. It’s worse this time. Worse than it was when I met Kali the first time, I mean. I didn’t react like this before.” He stared down at the mud and let out a humorless laugh. “Fuck. I didn’t do this before. I just wanted her.”
“Sex, you mean?”
Revik glared at him, overtly angry that time. “Yes. Sex. I nearly raped her. I told her to leave Saigon, or I would rape her.”
Dalejem didn’t blink at that news, either.
“Would you rape her still?” he said neutrally. “Even with her pregnant?”
Revik felt a kind of horror at the idea. Nausea came with it, a feeling that had nothing to do with separation pain, and everything to do with revulsion. It didn’t come with a conscious thought, but when he glanced up, he saw relief in the other man’s eyes.
“Well, that is good,” Dalejem said, sighing a little. He rested back on his heels, so that he was more or less kneeling in the mud and bracken. “So what happened just now?”
Revik glanced around, and realized that it wasn’t only Dalejem asking this.
He could feel the rest of the Adhipan squad with which he’d been traveling for the past two days. He felt Balidor’s light the most prominently there, but he felt others as well. He felt their eyes on him, their aleimi. He felt them weighing him, trying to decide if they could trust him. Trying to decide if he belonged with them on this thing after all, no matter what Kali had said, or that she had asked for him by name.
“Kali thought it wasn’t her I was reacting to,” Revik blurted.
He said it without thought, before he’d decided if he wanted to tell them that, either. Still, it was too late to pretend nothing was wrong with him now. Maybe they could help him, at least, if they knew what caused it. Forcing another breath, he fought to open his light, to show them, at least in some part, where he was speaking from, what he was remembering.
“ . . .I don’t remember a lot of things well,” he admitted. “But I remember how I got back to the compound in Seertown. I remember what happened in Vietnam.”
“So tell us about that, brother.”
Revik shook his head, but again, not in a no. “I have told you. I wanted her. I told her to leave Saigon . . .but then Terian and Raven took her. I had to bring her out myself.”
“Did you hurt her?”
Revik shook his head. “No.”
Another silence fell after he spoke.
Revik felt them conversing in the Barrier space around him, but he couldn’t pick out anything of what was said. He lay there in the mud, half propped up on one arm, feeling them assessing him like an animal that might go on some kind of rampage if they didn’t chain him at night. He didn’t feel any maliciousness in their assessment, though. If anything, it felt totally detached. Borderline clinical, really.
“What did Kali think you were reacting to?” Dalejem said then. “If not her?”
Revik felt his jaw harden more.
He didn’t meet the other male’s eyes, but felt his chest closing again, not so much in anger that time, or even shame, but rather in an almost overwhelming feeling of privacy, of not wanting them that close to him, not wanting them to know anything about this.
“Brother,” Dalejem said gently. “We must know. Surely, you must see that?”
Revik thought about that, too.
After another pause, he exhaled, knowing resentment still seethed off his light, along with what felt almost like defiance, for the first time really, at least since he’d tried to order them out of his cave-like room in the Pamir.
“Kali thought I was reacting to her daughter,” Revik said, his voice cold. “ . . .Her daughter’s light. She wasn’t pregnant then, but she knew she would be. She claimed her daughter’s light already hung around her person . . .” Revik looked up, and knew his eyes held an open challenge now, if not an overt threat. “She told me I was reacting to her.”
Dalejem nodded to that, too, silent.
Even so, Revik saw a kind of flinch in his eyes that time, as if he saw something in Revik’s face that made him cautious once more.
After another few seconds of what felt like the rest of the Adhipan conversing with one another in the space around Revik’s light, Dalejem’s legs straightened smoothly, bringing him gracefully back to his feet. Once he was upright, he held out a hand to Revik, his face holding no readable expression at all.
Revik looked up, but didn’t take the offered hand, not at first.
He continued to gauge the other man’s face instead, trying to discern where things stood with them now.
Seeing the look there, Dalejem’s expression relaxed, all at once.
“It is all right, brother,” he smiled. “We will not send you to the firing squad on this day, I promise you.”
“Then what?” Revik said, his voice blunt, unmoved by the other’s attempt to lighten things. “Will you send me back? Back to the Pamir?”
Dalejem shook his head at that, too, clicking softly, but with a smile as well.
“No, brother,” he said. “Nice try. But no.”
Feeling that pain worsen in his chest, Revik didn’t answer.
He did take the offered hand that time, however.
Once he was upright, Dalejem clapped him on the shoulder, gauging his face . . .almost as if to determine if Revik could hold himself up under his own power.
“Stay away from her light for now, brother,” he advised. “We can’t have you cracking your skull out here . . .and we still intend to make a move for extraction tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?”
“We cannot wait,” Dalejem said, his voice businesslike once more. “She is very pregnant, brother . . .we cannot wait even for one more day.”
Revik was already shaking his head. “I can’t go on that. Extraction. I can’t . . .”
“We will work that out,” Dalejem broke in smoothly.
Dalejem startled Revik then, sliding his fingers into Revik’s hair, right before he raised his other hand to his face, caressing his jaw and neck. He continued to stroke his skin as Revik felt his light react, as he felt himself starting to open under the other man’s touch. He fought to control it again, tensing under the other male’s fingers, but he didn’t move, or try to evade his hands. Even so, Dalejem must have felt it.
He released him at once, stepping back from him.
“Sorry, brother,” he murmured, his green eyes shifting away.
His mouth thinned into a line, but Revik couldn’t read the exact expression there, if it was anger, frustration, irritation that Revik had taken the affection how it wasn’t intended, or even embarrassment.
Fighting not to react to his own uncertainty, Revik was still searching for words when the other male looked at him once more.
“I cannot ask,” he said. “I cannot. You understand this, brother?”
Revik nodded, but truthfully, he didn’t.
Was he saying to leave him alone?
Had he been pulling on Dalejem with his light?
Revik couldn’t trust himself to answer that question honestly, either.
Confusion continued to shift around his light as the silence grew awkward between them. Revik still felt the other male waiting for him to answer in some further way, but he had absolutely no idea what Dalejem expected him to say.
He got the main message. Wasn’t that enough?
“I won’t rape you, either, brother,” he said finally, trying to make it a joke, and feeling it fall flat, even as he said it. When Dalejem arched an eyebrow at him, his eyes an obvious question, Revik felt his embarrassment worsen when he added, “ . . .Although Balidor is welcome to post a guard by my tent, if he likes. I won’t be offended.”
Dalejem looked away from him again at that, frowning slightly, but again, Revik couldn’t read his face. Frustration fought in his chest as he continued to stare at his high-cheekboned profile, the long line of the other man’s neck, which also didn’t seem to move, in emotion or anything else. He felt blind.
These fucking Adhipan seers . . .he was so in the dark with them. With all of them, not even just with Balidor.
Still, he supposed he’d understood enough.
When he refocused on Dalejem’s eyes that time, the other man’s expression had changed again. That time, Revik saw only sadness there.
He couldn’t look at that for very long, either.

No one mentioned what went on out in that field when Revik and Dalejem got back to the camp.
Dalejem had kept him there for a few hours after the incident, but perhaps that had been at least partly for Revik’s benefit, too.
He’d tested him on automatic rifles, which is what he’d lugged out in that black, canvas bag. He’d also brought a couple of laser-scoped things, as well as two organics-only guns that Revik had only used a few times even under the Rooks. Then Dalejem forced him to sit out there with him, in the mud, and he assessed Revik’s shielding, his ability to discern different types of Barrier attacks, and his ability to scout the environment.
During that last part, Revik noted, Dalejem kept Revik’s light from getting anywhere near the other end of the construct, where it presumably had been woven into the construct at Guoreum itself, where they were keeping Kali.
Dalejem also filled Revik in on the basics of their plans, meaning the specifics, now that they were down on the ground.
They would be leaving tomorrow morning. Before dawn.
So in less than ten hours.
Now that he was back in the camp and it was dark out, Revik knew that time had been cut significantly, and might be closer to six hours now, since the intention was to leave at least four or five hours before dawn, so perhaps an hour after midnight.
Revik knew the push was largely because of Kali’s condition, but he felt something else driving their timeline, too . . .something that felt more nebulous, although he suspected it only felt that way to him because he could only see the parts of the construct that Balidor and the others specifically allowed him to see.
Revik was a tourist here, and he knew it.
“What role will I play?” he’d asked finally, after Dalejem had explained the basics. He still had no idea why he was here at all, really.
“Kali asked for you,” Dalejem said simply, as if that explained all of it.
More and more, Revik was beginning to think it did.
He couldn’t imagine that the Adhipan would have brought him here for any other reason, meaning apart from the fact that Kali herself wanted him along. When he asked Dalejem why he thought Kali asked for him in the first place, Revik knew he wouldn’t get a satisfactory answer to that question, either.
Even so, the other seer’s laugh frustrated him.
“You will have to ask her that yourself, my brother,” Dalejem said with a grin.
The grin struck Revik as genuine, though, and not one of the Adhipan smiles that more and more struck Revik as cover for emotion as much as emotion itself.
Now, as he sat with the rest of them in the dark, around an organic heater in lieu of a fire, which might attract attention with the smoke, Revik fought to shake that feeling of superfluousness again, listening to the others joke and talk quietly amongst themselves, even as he overheard some tactical discussions in the corners and edges of his sight.
He heard his name then and turned in reflex, only to see Dalejem and Mara talking quietly in the dark behind him. They stood huddled together in a shadowed spot between two of the waterproof tents that had been strung up under the trees. Revik had examined the tents somewhat closely before it got dark, mostly because they used a rigging he’d never seen before, but now he noticed for the first time that they stood taller than he’d realized, too, tall enough that most seers, even him, should be able to stand up straight inside one of them.
When Revik turned, however, Mara and Dalejem turned, too. Revik realized only then that the two of them had been arguing.
Feeling his face flush with heat, Revik swiveled his head and gaze back towards the fire, pretending he hadn’t noticed them at all.
He had a strong desire to return to his own tent, then.
Unfortunately, the one he’d been assigned to share with four other seers happened to be one of the two directly beside where Dalejem and Mara now stood.
So Revik just sat there, staring into the glowing coils of the heater and pretending he could not feel the fact that they were still arguing about him. He couldn’t help but follow the whispers of charge and flickers of anger as they trembled his light, however, pretty much the moment Dalejem and Mara resumed their heated discussion.
He never thought he’d miss those caves, way up in the Pamir.
He would have laughed at the idea, even only a day or two earlier.
Even so, in those few, long-feeling minutes, he did.
Miss them, that is.
 



CHAPTER 5
SPLINTER

REVIK STOOD BY a cluster of green-brown roots belonging to a dense grove of walking palms. Sweating. Fighting to keep his focus, to keep his light close to his body while still looking for possible danger. Fighting to keep his mind locked to Balidor’s, who told him he’d act as Revik’s anchor to help stabilize his light out here.
They’d left him behind, just like Dalejem intimated they would.
But not by much. Not very far at all, really.
He was less than three clicks from the perimeter fence, so well under two miles of the main extraction team and the edges of Guoreum itself.
Revik knew from the smatterings of memory he had of this place that the main camp where they housed the prisoners stood about a mile from this edge of the fence, which also included the military barracks and whatever functioned these days as their CIC.
The familiar flavors of the Org construct clung to his light, pulling on him in ways that made it difficult to think. It sickened him and drew him all at once, leaving a metallic taste in the back of his throat that simultaneously made him feel manic and reminded him of doing drugs, especially in those last few months in Vietnam, where he and Terian had been high pretty much from the moment they dragged themselves out of bed in the morning until they passed out at night.
Worse than that, he felt lights he recognized. Not only in terms of the construct structure itself, but the actual beings inside of it.
Despite his paranoia with Dalejem earlier, it hadn’t fully sunk in that he might run into seers he used to know out here.
He could feel Balidor shielding him from a lot of that, too, which both reassured him and ratcheted up his nerves, given how strong the pull felt even with all that shielding. Even with Revik well outside the furthest edges of the construct perimeter itself, he still felt too much, which made him even more nervous about the inevitable pursuit they’d face once Balidor got Kali out of Guoreum itself.
They’d been gone for over two hours now.
Revik could taste the sunrise in his light, even if he couldn’t yet see any shift in the colors of the night sky. His internal clock told him they were likely at least an hour from sunrise still, so somewhere in the neighborhood of four-thirty a.m., but it still felt like they were cutting things close if they wanted to make distance before it got light.
Damned close.
Then again, dark or light didn’t matter that much when they would primarily be fleeing seers.
Even as the thought left his light, something shifted.
The change was fast, soundless.
Alarms.
Revik felt the tremor hit his light even before the actual shockwave expanded over him.
Before he’d regained his equilibrium, or even made sense of what he’d felt, Dalejem appeared in front of him, like a ghost from between the trees. The seer’s sudden appearance from between the walking palms, his face pale and sheened with sweat, even in the dark, nearly gave Revik a heart attack. He hadn’t felt his approach in any way. He hadn’t expected it at all, and the knowledge hit him, hard, how vulnerable he was out here, even as Dalejem walked directly up to him.
The older seer spoke aloud once he was close enough, not in Revik’s mind. He used a low whisper, presumably to avoid being heard in the Barrier.
“Come with me, brother,” he said. “Now. Balidor is bringing her out.”
He had ahold of Revik’s arm before Revik had recovered from any part of this. In fact, Revik nearly fought the other male before he abruptly brought his light back under control.
He didn’t speak after Dalejem released him, either.
Instead, he followed orders, clicking back into military mode and walking as fast and as silently as he could after the other seer.
Dalejem himself moved without making any sound at all, as far as Revik could tell; he was like a spirit passing through the jungle, moving so quickly Revik had to increase the lengths of his strides just to keep up and not lose him in the trees. He fought to follow just as quietly, too, and winced when he heard the sounds made by his feet or body, rubbing against branches or stepping on pieces of the jungle floor that made noise.
Dalejem slid his light deeper into Revik’s after he’d done it a few more times, and began showing him with his light how to navigate the undergrowth more quietly.
Embarrassed as he was, Revik took the instruction, and gladly.
Within a few minutes more, both of them were making scarcely any sound at all as they walked through the trees.
Revik’s mind continued to churn, even as he following the prodding of Dalejem’s light.
Why had they come to get him? Was it to keep him away from Kali’s light?
“In part, brother,” Dalejem said, his voice low, like before. “They also want protection on several sides, and to split our parties. Balidor tripped the alarms on the way out . . .they were forced to improvise as a result.”
“How?” Revik said, his voice as soft as the other’s.
“A trigger they missed,” Dalejem said with a shrug.
Revik nodded, not speaking.
He wasn’t really surprised, though, once he thought about it.
Balidor had intimated more than once on the flight to São Paulo that his team hadn’t been allotted adequate time to prepare for this op, given their need to pull Revik and their efforts to get Kali’s mate out of detention.
And the pregnancy, of course . . .which added a layer of urgency to everything connected to this mission, in addition to upping the ante on the time constraints for going live.
While the pregnancy definitely forced everything forward by hours and days (possibly weeks, from what Revik overheard), Revik could feel other, more nebulous––or perhaps more Barrier-related––time pressures, as well.
What those might be, no one bothered to share with him, however.
Truthfully, Revik knew it probably wasn’t necessary or even important that he understand that side of things, though. From what he’d observed of Balidor, the omission couldn’t have been unintentional, in any case, so he didn’t see the point of dwelling on it.
Whatever the true reasons for the push, due to those same time constraints, they’d cut corners on planning, and on obtaining current intel on the camp. Therefore, this whole venture had a somewhat “spontaneous” feel to it that exhilarated Revik in a strange way, even as it worsened his nerves at being so close to a major encampment of the Org.
Even as he thought it, Dalejem’s teeth shone white in the darkness in front of him.
“You like this kind of work, yes?” the other said. “I have felt this on you.”
Revik didn’t answer. Partly because the question annoyed him for some reason, but also because speaking unnecessarily out here didn’t strike him as a particularly good idea.
Ahead of him, he heard Dalejem chuckle.
“You really are a soldier, aren’t you?” the other man teased, his voice quiet still, only audible because the jungle was quieter. “A highly paranoid one, yes, but a soldier nonetheless. They didn’t lie to me about that part of your make-up, in regards to who you truly are, at least.”
Revik didn’t answer, but he frowned a little.
He wasn’t sure if he really wanted to know what the other meant about lies he had heard about him, or what Dalejem now thought might be true about him instead. Even so, Revik could feel the other seer pulling on him lightly to ask, and while the warmth there mainly confused him, Revik felt himself reacting to it in a less closed way, as well.
Some part of him almost wanted to ask, despite everything.
But yeah, he didn’t.

They met up with the rest of their assigned splinter group less then twenty minutes later.
Once they got there, Revik was surprised, and not particularly pleased, to see Mara among the others assigned to his group. Others included the giant, half-Wvercian-looking seer Revik remembered from the jeep ride down the winding roads leading from the caves of the Pamir, and five others he vaguely recognized from the trip from Kabul to São Paulo.
The large one, who he now knew as Garensche, or “Gar,” was the only one who smiled at him, raising a thick hand in greeting. The five others, three males and two females, didn’t look at him with hostility, but they didn’t exactly exude warmth, either.
“Balidor was shot,” the first one said to him and Dalejem, her voice neutral. “However, they got out cleanly . . .and more or less in one piece. The target is unharmed. They have ten in the main extraction team now. Plus, ours and another splinter flanking them to the west. They are currently are located about five clicks west of us here, maybe half a click north . . .”
Revik looked at her, studying her face in the half light.
Clearly, this seer was in charge of their smaller group.
She had a distinctive look about her, so he remembered noticing her before, when she’d been part of the planning sessions with Balidor and the rest. A very severe-looking female by the name of Yumi, she wore an unusual and very traditional-looking tattoo pattern on most of her face, made of symbols he mostly didn’t recognize.
Despite her severity and the intense markings, however, she was not unattractive, he couldn’t help noticing. She instead possessed a hunter-like beauty he found interesting to look at. Possibly more than interesting, if he were being honest with himself . . .and if he had any intention of letting himself go there . . .which he did not.
Certainly not during a live op.
She was tall, too, nearly as tall as him, although that wasn’t immediately apparent at the moment, with her currently hunched over a holographic map that covered the floor of the small clearing. Revik’s eyes followed hers to the topographical depiction itself, noting the three clusters of living lights that made up the main extraction team under Balidor, plus the two splinter groups more or less flanking them, including the one to which Revik now belonged.
The map itself was fascinating to look at, too, and reminded him of similar toys he’d used while working for the Rooks. Its level of detail included the cluster of trees in which they now stood, and even the strange, glowing violet light exuded by the map itself, filling a six-by-six square of the clearing floor.
The prominence of that light unnerved Revik a little.
Apparently, these Adhipan infiltrators didn’t care that it might get picked up by the Org sensors as well, whether the device generating the map had organic shielding or not. Not to mention that it could actually be seen physically if they were being chased closely enough. A guard team might spot the illumination through the leaves and trunks of the jungle itself, or simply pick up on the flickering of the images that would inevitably pull eyes and light.
The seer with the tattooed face gave him a withering look.
“We know where the enemy is, brother,” she said dryly. She highlighted the relevant area of the map, pinging Revik a little harder than necessary to look at the associated segments. “ . . .A little faith, if you would please. And perhaps some small amount of respect for the training of our brother Balidor.”
Revik felt his face warm. He knew the sky was too dark for them to notice.
Probably.
“Is he all right?” he said. “Balidor.”
“Of course,” Yumi replied, equally dismissive. “They are slowed mainly by the target’s condition, not by brother Balidor’s. He assures us it is a flesh wound only. Still, he has assessed that they need help in getting a safe distance. Therefore, we are to loop around behind them . . .if possible, divert the team of Rook scum following them.”
Revik felt the jab directed at him from her emphasized words.
He only nodded, though, turning over what she’d actually said.
“Do you approve, pup?” she asked scathingly, her dark eyes lifting to his.
He nodded again, pretending he didn’t hear the sarcasm.
Hesitating, he almost didn’t say it, then did.
“Well,” he said, cautious. “There is one thing, if you’ll pardon my thoughts on this. If you let me get close enough to the perimeter . . .close enough for them to ID me, I mean . . .they’ll follow us. I can pretty much guarantee it.” He met her gaze. His voice grew blunt, holding a faint accusation of his own. “Or was that already the plan . . .sister?”
All eight sets of eyes turned, staring at him.
They glowed strangely in the light of the holographic map, but Revik could feel the aleimi of each of the seers darting around him, too, measuring him almost openly. He felt wariness there, but also no small amount of surprise.
“You would be willing to do that?” Yumi said, after a beat.
Some of the acid had dropped from her tone.
Revik barely hesitated before nodding again.
He glanced around at the rest of them, feeling his shoulders tense slightly, even as he bounced his weight on his heels, almost without noticing he did it.
“I’m here, aren’t I?” he said, gesturing expansively with one hand. “There must be a reason. By now, you all know it’s not for my sight skills.”
That actually brought a smile to her face, and a true relaxing of her expression.
A few of the others chuckled, too, including the giant seer, Garensche. Revik noticed that Dalejem frowned though, even as he gave Yumi what looked like an irritated look. Yumi gestured at him, using some symbol Revik didn’t know, that must be specific to the Adhipan.
Then she faced Revik himself. Still smiling, she straightened to her full height, then motioned around at the rest of the team.
“Do you know all of us, brother?” she said politely. “By name, I mean? Are you familiar with each of our lights? We will need to remain close to you, if you are really crazy enough to do this thing you are offering. You should be able to tell us apart . . .na?”
Revik looked around at faces. “I think so. By name, that is.”
“You think?” Yumi said, quirking an eyebrow. Her voice remained friendly, even as she motioned around the circle. “Show me, brother.”
Revik exhaled a little, then pointed.
“Gar, Poresh, Mara, Dalejem.” He paused, pointing at Yumi’s own face, looking directly at her. “Yumi.” He shifted his gaze to her right. “Ontari. Vikram. And you are Dalai, right?”
The shorter female with the dark brown hair nodded, giving him a smile, too.
“Very good,” Yumi said approvingly. “Now we will talk about the how, yes?” She glanced at her watch, an organic-component band that looked like it might have holographic capabilities of its own. “We do not have much time. Can you improvise, pup? For that matter, can you follow instruction, outside of the Pyramid of your former masters?”
The words held less bite that time.
They may have even held a measure of sympathy.
Somehow, Revik felt the sting of them a lot more, though.
“I can manage,” he said, stripping emotion from his own words.
She measured him again with her eyes, then nodded, once, an infiltrator’s nod.
“Good,” she said. “Stay by me,” she added, her voice all-business now.
She clicked off the map, leaving the clearing in relative darkness, although the band around her wrist continued to emit a blueish glow of light that illuminated her face and a small ring around her, which included Dalejem, Poresh and Ontari.
“We will talk, you and I,” Yumi added, still speaking to Revik. “As we make our way back behind Balidor, and closer to the perimeter fence . . .”
She was already moving fast, and Revik found himself loping to catch up with her long legs as she walked past him and into the trees, heading almost due south.
He felt the other seers close in on the two of them from all sides once he walked more or less alongside her. A few seconds later, he realized he’d been inserted into a mobile construct, too, and almost without him realizing they had done so.
Truthfully, the mobile was Barrier tech Revik was only vaguely familiar with outside the confines of the Pyramid, anyway. Meaning, he knew how it worked within the Pyramid for the Rooks; but outside of that context, he understood the mechanics significantly less. The Rooks themselves utilized a very specific, non-physical anchor via Galaith and the beings he worked with, something the Seven and Adhipan would not (and possibly could not) replicate.
Revik had no idea how the Adhipan accomplished a similar effect outside of those spaces. He knew the Barrier connections that the Adhipan utilized were very different than what he’d been trained on under Galaith, in general. They differed in functionality, in form, and––more importantly, perhaps––in terms of their interface with the material world.
In simple terms, the beings utilized by the Adhipan were far less entangled in the physical world than those the Rooks used. Therefore, they didn’t tend to generate constructs the way the Dreng did, the beings behind similar structures created and manipulated by the Pyramid.
That being said, Revik knew that such non-stationary constructs were possible in theory outside of the Pyramid. He’d simply never been a part of one himself.
Tactical nets of whatever kind, sure . . .but not an actual mobile field construct.
He tried to get a feel for this one as he walked.
He surmised, from his knowledge of directed shielding and how it connected with constructs of this kind, that the mobile was likely not strong enough for all of them to sleep inside it without risk of a Barrier attack. Therefore, they must use sentries for longer ground ops, just like Revik had under the Seven, with a few seers guarding the rest and rotating for sleep.
Limitations aside, however, the thing was still strong enough and dense enough to catch his breath. He felt Balidor in those strands, too, even as it wrapped into and around his aleimi like threads weaving into a heavy cloth.
Once he adjusted to it, he found Yumi looking at him, and realized he’d kept pace with her, in spite of the distraction.
“Are you all right, pup?” she said.
“Can we dispense with the ‘pup’?” he grumbled at her, sliding past another set of gum tree branches and catching his sleeve on one as he did.
He jerked it free, but not without some embarrassment.
She smiled, clapping him on the back in a friendly way. “Of course, youngster,” she smirked. “You can stay hidden? Until we need you to, I mean?”
“I think so.”
“Because you are very loud,” she added, motioning towards the trees. “I am worried you will get shot out here, and Balidor made me promise him I would not let that happen to you . . .even if you annoyed me greatly.”
Revik let out a low snort, in spite of himself.
Even so, the comment about his “loudness” got to him a little, maybe because he knew it was true, even with Dalejem’s help earlier. Or maybe he’d just spent too many hours standing out in these fucking trees, waiting to get shot at for a traitor, by one side or the other.
“Tell him it was an accident,” he suggested, his voice flat.
Yumi grinned at him.
She didn’t speak that time, though, not aloud. Instead, once the mobile construct finished formulating around the two of them and the rest of the splinter team, she spoke directly into Revik’s mind.
I checked with Balidor on this, and he approved your plan, brother Dehgoies, she sent, giving him a more appraising look that contained a lingering friendliness. He doesn’t want you getting too close though, brother. He’s stipulated that we let them have a bare taste of your light and then go . . .looping to the north and east for at least thirty clicks before we see how they respond. From there, we will determine when and how to rejoin the others.
Where are they now? Revik sent, puzzled. Balidor and the main extraction team?
She cocked an eyebrow at him. Why do you ask?
What you just said, he returned, his thoughts sharper. Are you sure they want us to lure them east, and not west?
She rolled her eyes, clicking at him with a touch more irritation.
I’m reasonably sure I can read a compass, brother Dehgoies, she sent. As for where they are, I don’t know specifics. Northwest of us here.
Wait . . .what? Revik sent, surprised. Why so far out? Aren’t they heading back for the airstrip in Manaus? How can we be traveling east of them, if––
You don’t need to know that yet, she replied, giving him a warning look. And frankly none of us traveling with you know the details yet, either, brother . . .we’re too close to the Barrier enclave of the Org still. All I know is that we aren’t going back through Manaus.
But why not? Revik sent. He felt a kind of frustration building in his chest, and realized it was probably fear, and not for himself. Surely Balidor must know how risky it is, to go deeper into the jungle? The next town with a decent airport might be Bogatá, for fuck’s sake. The Org will have transport helicopters . . .they can drop right down among us, if we don’t get off the continent, and soon. With Kali that pregnant, we won’t be able to keep a lead in any case, even if they only come after us on foot––
Brother, Dalejem sent softly. Calm yourself.
Revik turned, frowning at Dalejem where he walked behind them.
Dalejem only met his gaze, his own unapologetic.
Eventually, Revik looked away. When he glanced back at Yumi, she rolled her eyes at him, but strangely, her thoughts grew more patient.
Jem is right . . .do not worry about this now, little brother, she sent. I promise you, we’ll tell you the details when we can. In any case, I assure you that brother Balidor is not foolhardy . . .nor a risk-taker by nature . . .so he must have a good reason for deciding this course. I trust him. I suggest you try to do the same.
She gave him a faint smile before adding, Focus, okay? Your responsibility is to your part of the plan. That is standard military procedure, no? Even for the Rooks?
After a pause, Revik nodded, reluctantly.
Yumi clicked at him again, in amusement that time.
You are too used to being in charge yourself, maybe? she suggested coyly.
He gave her a harder look.
She laughed, as silently as before.
Relax, brother, she said, her voice coaxing, threaded through with warmth once more. Balidor says that their on-site infiltrators, whatever their ranks, will have imprints of your aleimic signature in their files, both Barrier and electronic. So you will not need to be recognized by individual seers, if that is the case. He said that further, given who you are, they might even have those records flagged with some kind of high-priority status . . .?
She glanced at him.
“Is that true?” she said aloud.
Revik nodded, once. “Probably. Yes.”
Nodding back, the same decisive way he had, she resumed speaking inside his head.
 . . .In that case, it is much simpler for us, she sent to him.
She exuded another pulse of warmth in his direction. While that warmth was obviously meant to reassure him, Revik tasted her own emotion in it, too.
That emotion felt very much like relief.
This is very good, she added, as if to confirm what he’d felt. We do not have to risk you very much. Or ourselves, for that matter, she said, winking at him and smiling in the blueish glow of her wrist-band. We will simply find a place in their construct, brother, where they have no guards or patrols nearby. This should not be difficult, since they have deployed a relatively small percentage of their people to watch over the remaining prisoners while they focused on pursuit of Balidor and your friend, Kali. The vast bulk of their military back-up was already sent after the extraction team, too. So we will put you in their range only just, and then we will go . . .assume their security measures can handle the rest.
And if they don’t? Revik grumbled.
Yumi shrugged, undaunted.
If they do not divert an adequate number of their team towards us, we will revisit our strategy. Perhaps we shall even attack them directly . . .from behind, of course, and likely with support from the other splinter group.
She gave him another small smile.
They will likely know what we are doing, of course, she added, quirking an eyebrow. But we must assume you will be sufficiently tantalizing bait, brother . . .regardless of what they suspect our motives to be in bringing you here. Hopefully more tantalizing than whatever they might think they are following in brother Balidor and sister Kali.
Revik nodded, thinking.
He continued to try and walk more quietly through the undergrowth as he did, like Dalejem had shown him. Without the other seer’s direct help, however, Revik knew he was only having minimal success. Even so, he found himself relaxing slightly as he thought through some of the meanings behind Yumi’s words.
Her logic made sense.
They would not have any idea who Balidor was.
They would chase Kali because she had been under their charge at the camp, but they would assume Balidor was just some independent contractor of no real importance himself. Most break-outs at work camps were initiated by family members. They either tried to do it themselves (and usually got shot for their trouble), or if they had some means, they paid private-sec infiltrators, utilizing the Rynak or some other black market channel.
So yes, Balidor wouldn’t mean anything to them, not at first.
Conversely, Revik could only imagine that alarms might reach the Pyramid hierarchy itself, if his light was to show up here. Once his ID got confirmed, it would change the status of this extraction, and fast. It was a calculated risk, Revik realized, and not only for him.
Based on that, he couldn’t help but relieved that Yumi didn’t seem intent on pushing that much. He wasn’t anxious to get very close to any of them, either.
When he glanced over again, Yumi smiled at him, clicking under her breath.
Perhaps you are not so dumb after all, Rook, she sent to him softly, where none of the others would hear it. I am thinking now that you will be very useful to us, brother . . .
Revik suppressed a low surge of anger, a real one that time, biting his tongue.
He found himself thinking about her words, even as doubt nagged at him in the background. He wondered again why he was here. Who really wanted him here? Was it really Kali? Or someone else? Someone inside the Pyramid itself, maybe?
When it came to that, why had they taken Kali in the first place?
To Revik, that still felt like the question no one wanted to answer.
The only real question around any of them being here at all.
He glanced at Yumi, conscious suddenly of the silence between them, and she winked at him, laughing silently yet again.
Don’t be angry with my teasing, brother. I’m just testing your reflexes, which is part of my job here, too, she sent. Making sure you can reign in your emotions, if need be. We can’t have you freaking out in the field now . . .can we?
Freaking out? he sent, giving her a disbelieving look. Is that a serious concern?
Brother Balidor is a cautious man . . .as I have intimated.
If that were true, he would have left me in the Pamir, Revik retorted. As I wanted. And requested. Repeatedly.
She only smiled wider, nudging him with her arm.
From what brother Jem tells me, you’re a bit paranoid, Rook, she said, still smiling. A bit hypersensitive, too. Of course, he finds it all quite charming, but he’s a big softie, our Jem. He’s also prone to taking in strays . . .of all shapes and sizes.
Revik didn’t answer those words, either.
Even so, they irritated him.
Maybe because he could feel her trying to nudge his mind overtly that time, to get him to see something, or understand something, perhaps . . .probably something he either didn’t want or didn’t need to see or understand any more clearly than he already did.
Or maybe she was just trying to jab at his emotions again.
Testing his reflexes, as she’d said.
He didn’t try very hard to untangle it, whatever it was, mainly because the only real possibilities there had likely run through his mind already. Besides, Dalejem himself drew a line in the sand where Revik was concerned already. A line Revik probably hadn’t needed pointed out to him explicitly, either, but one that hadn’t left a lot of room for ambiguity.
His thoughts grew even more irritated when he remembered Dalejem and Mara outside of his sleeping tent that night, talking about him where they must have known he would feel it.
For some reason, something either in his thoughts or his expression made Yumi laugh again, harder that time, but still almost soundlessly.
Before Revik could give her an appropriate glare in response, she shut off the light glowing at her wrist. The action left them all in total darkness.
It also effectively ended their conversation.
 



CHAPTER 6
GUOREUM

“ARE YOU READY, little brother?” Yumi said.
She kept her voice low, despite the distance between them.
He glanced back at her, at all of them where they stood in an uneven line, broken by the dense jungle trees.
He saw rifles raised, hands by triggers, and a darker humor invaded his light, where he had a sudden image of them opening fire on him, rather than covering him.
Nice try, little brother, Yumi murmured in his mind. You won’t get out of this that easy.
Revik found himself remembering Dalejem saying something similar to him the day before, and smiled grimly, in spite of himself.
I am ready, he told her, equally quiet.
Then go, she sent. Just be careful, brother. This is not the time to hurry. And if you feel anything that worries you, get out . . .at once. We will feed your light to their sentries some other way, if Balidor decides it is still needed.
Revik nodded to that, too.
There wasn’t much else to do.
He still crouched behind the last lines of jungle trees and undergrowth, in the shadow of the same as he gazed out on the grounds of Guoreum.
It was the closest he’d been to anything belonging to the Rooks in more than five years.
His eyes scanned the uneven landscape in front of him, most of which had been cleared almost entirely of jungle. He fought to keep his heart rate down, to do as Yumi said and exercise caution––not rush or hesitate. He couldn’t afford to try and get this over with any more than he could slow things down in some unconscious effort to avoid doing it altogether.
He worked to ground himself in the physical, even as he breathed more evenly.
The clear-cut around the edges of Guoreum left only a scar of black earth and uneven trunks, broken by rutted roads for military-style vehicles around the perimeter of the metal fence. Outside that immediate perimeter, Revik saw only occasional bushes and few trees, most of those situated nearer to the distant structures, so likely there as shade for the guards themselves.
Uneven clumps of grass also bordered segments of the road. The nearest of those ruts passed only a few meters in front of where Revik currently hid.
Few trees survived inside the fenced enclosure itself, which Revik could see past the fence only because they stood on a rise that led down into a gentle hill across much of the open pasture, at least in this this segment of the northern edge of the camp.
Behind him, the jungle clung around him as if in spite.
Or fear, maybe, that it would face the ax and tractors next.
Revik didn’t see any guards in the area in front of him, or on the stretch or road along either side of the fence as far as he could see. He heard no vehicles nearby, either, only a distant hum of a combustion engine, which could have been a generator for the camp itself.
Further away, he caught snippets of what might have been the speaker system to the main camp grounds, calling out some instruction or another to the inmates.
He couldn’t make out the words, of course.
Even so, just that small glimmer of prison life reminded him of the reality of the camps. Worse than that, it evoked less pleasant memories that were more personal to him, such as questioning traitors under the Rooks.
Even before that, really. From back during his time with the Nazis.
But he didn’t want to think about that, either.
Feeling sweat break out over his body as the dawn light inched gradually over the field, Revik bit the inside of his cheek, fighting to keep his aleimi and his emotions in line.
He stood just outside the main perimeter fence.
Less than ten meters.
The construct began before that, though. He could feel that now, too, like the buzzing hum of a radio, playing just outside of his awareness.
The fence itself was clearly electric from the insulators he could see jutting out at regular intervals along its length on the outside, and the grounding pole poking just above the earth on the inside of the rutted road. The top part of the fence was also covered in razor wire.
Revik had scoped cameras as well, which seemed to stand on nearly every fence post he could see, small and strangely insect-like, with a bubbled eye a good ten meters above the ground and well past the last of the razor wire itself.
He knew that when he moved forward even just a few meters, that camera would pick up his outline, too . . .right about the same time the construct alarm went off.
He hadn’t seen any more offensive weapons in the fencing mechanism, but given the green-tinted shine of the fence posts, betraying their organic components, he couldn’t rule it out. If nothing else, that green glow told him that anyone who tried to cross that fence from either side would likely get more than just a shock.
It was probably tied to their collaring and implant system, as well.
Glancing up at the harder gray of the dead-metal razor wire and the heavy bars that hung on thick chain links, he couldn’t help but see those as almost redundant.
Whoever they held here would never get that far. Not on their own.
He was wasting time, though, and he knew it.
The sun hadn’t yet risen above the horizon line, but it was about to. The predawn light had turned the sky a dark pink and cobalt blue that illuminated most of the field east of where he crouched, just behind the last line of trees leading into the jungle.
That same light extended south as well, where the clear-cut continued, but stopped not long past where he stood to the north, blocked by the dense trees and undergrowth. Even so, when he glanced back a second time, Revik could see the outline of the Adhipan infiltrators where they watched him, their postures tense, from about ten meters away.
Brother? Yumi sent. Are you going?
Revik let out a sharper exhale, then a nod.
Okay, he sent, not hiding his reluctance.
Rising slowly from his crouch, he stepped out from behind the trees, moving with a purpose he couldn’t make himself feel.
Immediately, he felt the construct of the work camp in front of him.
He hesitated, right at the periphery. Almost without knowing he did it, he winced, too, closing his eyes . . .
Then he stepped across that line.
He felt the division as tangibly as if he’d just stepped his whole body into a full tank of water. Silver strands, like metal teeth and razor wire, slid invasively into his light, so cleanly that he couldn’t begin to think about defending himself. Those same Barrier strands wrapped into structures he hadn’t touched in over five years, and Revik let out an involuntary gasp, feeling his whole body clench into a hard knot, paralyzing him on the spot.
Then the alarm went off, so loudly he thought it might shatter his skull.
He let out a cry, falling to his knees on something hard. He fought to get back to his feet, to get away . . .crawl away, if he had to . . .
When hands abruptly grabbed him.
Immediately, terror exploded over his light.
They had him. They fucking had him . . .
He tried to fight them off . . .
“Brother,” a familiar voice said, through gritted teeth. “Brother, stop fighting us! Let us get you out of here! They’re closer than we thought. They’re coming!”
Even as he said it, another sound ricocheted through the near-silence behind that clanging siren. Something about the pure familiarity of that sound lurched Revik back into motion, even behind the pain that now wanted to shatter his skull behind his eyes.
It was the sound of gunfire.

Run! Yumi commanded, her light vibrating their small construct. Flee! Now! All of you! Do not worry about the construct, we will meet up at the rendezvous!
Rendezvous? Revik thought, his mind numb. Where the fuck is that?
Panic tried to invade his light, the realization that they intended to leave him behind . . .
“No, brother,” a voice said firmly from beside him.
Revik looked over at the man half-jogging next to him, realizing only then that the same seer still clutched Revik’s arm in a death-grip.
Dalejem. Always Dalejem.
Revik felt a relief so profound, he could have hugged him.
Not just could have . . .wanted to. He wanted to hug him, to wrap himself around him, lose himself inside that light . . .
But he couldn’t think about that, either.
Confusion fought with the pain throbbing behind his eyes, making him question everything. Was it really him? He couldn’t fucking see. He couldn’t fucking see anything now.
The male beside him didn’t look at him, but continued to pull Revik forward into the jungle, urging him faster with his light and that iron-like grip on his arm, even as he spoke reassuringly to Revik in hurried pants.
“Don’t worry, brother . . .I beg you. We would never intentionally let harm come to you. I promise you that . . .” He glanced up at Revik then, and jumped, as if startled at something he saw on Revik’s face.
Revik fought to see him, to focus his eyes, but he couldn’t.
“ . . .We couldn’t risk giving it to you,” Dalejem explained, for it was Dalejem, it had to be Dalejem, who else would it be? “We had no idea what the construct would do to you, whether you would be able to shield any information from them at all. As it is, they might have killed you. They almost did kill you, even with us shielding. We should have foreseen this. We shouldn’t have let you go . . .”
He looked up at Revik again, and that time, the green and violet eyes looked fierce.
“I’ll get you there, brother,” he said, his voice colder, more uncompromising. “I promise you I will, or neither of us will get there. I won’t leave you, I promise you that, too . . .”
Revik nodded, biting his lip.
He could feel other lights around him now. He felt sympathy, whispers of concern, even guilt, but he couldn’t let any of that in, either.
The silver light continued to slide around his form, pulling at him.
Even as he noticed it, that same metallic light found an entry point, somewhere outside of Revik’s awareness, in some structure that lived in his light, above his head. Before Revik could stop it, or even send out a warning to the others . . .
It funneled down through that same structure, blanketing him in iron.
The pain of it made him stumble, nearly dropped him to his knees. Nausea swam through his body, so intense he thought he might throw up. It blurred his vision, bringing on a disorientation and fatigue so intense he stumbled a second time, nearly fell.
It started to get worse.
Then a lot worse, so bad Revik realized Dalejem was right, that the Rooks would kill him out here. There was no place left for him to go, no where far enough that the Rooks and Galaith wouldn’t follow, not now that they’d found his light again. They’d break everything in him, cover him over in molten fire, and then the others would get caught as well, trying to carry him out ahead of the infiltrators who would descend like vultures in the dark.
Dalejem said he wouldn’t leave him.
At the time, the words reassured Revik. Now, the memory of them panicked him.
The thoughts jumbled in Revik’s brain, though, even as that sickness worsened.
When suddenly, out of nowhere, Revik felt something else intervene.
Not just something. Someone.
Someone who suddenly felt an awful lot like––
“Balidor,” Dalejem muttered next to him. “It’s about fucking time . . .we’ve been trying to reach him since you fell in that road. They will help you, brother. Him and the woman . . .they have Vash looped into the construct too. And Tarsi, our old leader. At the very least, they’ll keep them from killing you from the fucking Barrier before we can free your light . . .”
It confused Revik somewhat, how angry the other man sounded.
It crossed his mind that he might be angry at him . . .
“No, brother.” Dalejem’s grip on him tightened, even as his voice grew lower. “No one is mad at you brother. Trust me on this.”
He yanked harder on Revik’s arm, and Revik followed, mindlessly still, conscious suddenly that he had his other hand on the butt of the Glock strapped to his right thigh. He gripped it compulsively, but didn’t try to draw it. He wasn’t trying overly hard to be quiet at that point, either, although he followed the prodding of Dalejem’s light and pull of his hand.
A few minutes later, he could almost see again.
He felt flavors of Vash in his light, as well as Balidor still . . .stronger now.
Taking a deeper breath, he fought to move his muscles more under his own will, but Dalejem resisted him slightly, using his light to continue to guide Revik’s own, as well as his physical body.
“Let me do it,” he said.
Revik heard the relief in the other male’s voice that time.
“Just be as open to them as you can,” he said. “They have a better shield around you now. Let them try to pull some of that shit out of your light . . .”
Revik nodded, but Dalejem wasn’t looking at him at that point, but at the path in front of them. Revik realized only then that the trees had grown visible around him, that the sun was up enough to reach them through the thick canopy. He also realized Dalejem held a machete in his free hand, not a gun, and that he was hacking them through the jungle, moving faster than Revik would have thought possible for such a trajectory.
“They knew it was me,” Revik managed, a few minutes later.
Dalejem let out a humorous laugh, nearly hoarse.
“Yes, brother,” he said, that darker humor still in his voice. “They did.”
“Are they following us?”
“Yes,” Dalejem said.
“Just the ones at the camp? Or the ones who had been following Balidor and . . .” He hesitated on her name, even now. “ . . .And Kali?” he finished. “Those seers, too?”
“About half of them, yes. The plan exceeded our expectations in that regard.” Dalejem glanced back at him. “They really want you, brother.”
Revik nodded to that, too.
Again, he assumed Dalejem didn’t see him, though, since the other seer had already turned his attention back to the not-path he hacked for the two of them through the jungle.
Neither of them spoke again.
Revik followed behind Dalejem’s steps. Mindlessly.
Fatigue tried to slow him down, to make his legs move more clumsily, but the other seer kept jerking him back from that edge with his light, pulling him back into focus.
Revik could feel the seers pursuing them now.
He fought to keep his light away from theirs, even as those silvery threads continued to try and resonate with and penetrate his own. He felt Vash there, pushing Revik to let them handle it, but Revik couldn’t quite make himself do that, either. Fear tried to take over his light, making his paranoia worse, causing him to focus too much on the Rooks chasing them. He fought to make himself look away, knowing it would only make it easier for them to find him, but he couldn’t make himself, not entirely, not even with Vash and Balidor’s help.
He wondered again what the fuck he was doing out here, why he thought coming here would be a good idea . . .much less approaching Guoreum on his own, without even the shields he had around him now.
He remembered Kali . . .
And then he blacked out again, losing touch with the jungle and his body and the pains in his head and chest and body altogether.
It happened so fast that time, the fear never touched him.
He simply disappeared, vanishing out of his body without an ounce of friction between himself and some higher place in the Barrier.
 



CHAPTER 7
DESPISED

WHEN REVIK OPENED his eyes, he was being carried.
Not by one seer that time, but by many . . .at least three that he could feel, although there may have been more. They had him on some kind of stretcher.
“Gaos, this fucker is heavy . . .” someone muttered under him.
“It could be worse,” another voice said humorously.
“How?” the first one grumbled.
“It could be Gar you’re carrying,” the other said.
The words brought laughter from more than one side that time. One of those came out in a near-wheezing voice, deeper than the others.
“Fuck you very much,” that deeper voice said cheerfully.
Revik fought to move, to turn over maybe.
Maybe even to climb off the bouncing stretcher.
Immediately, several voices shouted him down from where they held different sides of the organic metal frame.
“Wait, brother! Wait!” came Dalejem’s voice, louder than the others. “We are nearly to the rendezvous . . .we will set you down there. Patience!”
Revik froze, fighting to think. He stared up at the green-leafed canopy of the jungle, forcing himself to think, to make a decision. Then, realizing the words made sense, he did as they said, relaxing his muscles entirely into the stretchy material.
Still, the reality of being carried was strange, to say the least.
He continued to stare up, fighting to clear his mind, to think past the pounding of his head. Sunlight wafted through broad leaves, spinning lazily past green-mossed branches and ferns growing out of the trunks of trees. He glimpsed slices of blue, but most of the world was green––a soft, strangely still green that felt to be growing around him, despite the dense heat and wetness in the air. He saw faces a few times in those branches, too, a few of them definitely monkeys, but a number he couldn’t identify for certain.
Sloths, maybe?
He saw birds, too, winging between trunks. Some of them were so colorful he couldn’t help but follow them with his eyes, entranced with their beauty.
“Maybe you are right, Jem,” one of the seers huffed under him. “He is a big softie, our Rook. He is looking at birds now, waxing philosophical while we carry his heavy ass . . .”
Laughter broke out among the other seers nearby, even as Revik’s face warmed.
Still, he couldn’t help but hear the relief in that laughter.
“Of course we are relieved!” another familiar voice scolded, female that time. “Gaos, brother. We thought we’d killed you. You fell like a fucking corpse in that road. Then, after we finally managed to get you out of there, you fell again, and we thought you were dead for real. We thought your fucking brain had popped . . .”
“That, or your aleimi finally decided we were nothing but a bunch of dugra d’ aros and fled . . .” another voice added cheerfully.
“That, or you let your heavy ass drop, just to spite us,” another female muttered, more grumpily than the others, but still exuding flavors of that relief.
Revik’s mind had cleared enough that he knew most of the voices now.
The first female to speak had been Yumi, the last Mara.
The one to tease him for looking at birds had been Poresh.
They had all been teasing Garensche, the giant with the Nazi scar on his face.
“You should be kissing brother Gar’s ass,” Mara muttered, huffing again from where she held her part of the stretcher. “He managed to fry part of the net they’d brought down on us, trying to pinpoint your location. He hacked their organic machines, got them to turn on their Rook owners, instead . . .”
Revik thought about that, puzzled. “Really?” he said.
More laughter erupted under him.
“Brother Gar is a bit of a mystic with the machines,” Dalejem explained, his voice containing a smile. “It is quite beyond our comprehension, really. We have learned it is better just to let him do his thing and not try to understand what he does. None of us really wants to know what he promises them, to get them to do his bidding . . .”
More chuckles rose from Dalejem’s words.
Revik heard Garensche’s laugh among them, too.
Clearly this was some kind of long-standing joke with them.
Revik himself only nodded, still looking up at the looping vines and thick-fingered leaves that blocked and unblocked the sun above his eyes. He saw more palms than any other kind tree, even here, but gum trees littered his vision, too, along with a number he couldn’t identify. He found himself thinking they were higher than they had been, and still walking up a slight slope. He considered trying to use his light to determine more, then thought better of it.
Remembering what he’d been doing right before he passed out, he pulled his light even tighter around his form.
He wanted to ask, though. He wanted to ask badly enough that he bit his tongue as he looked up at the sunlight-banded trunks.
“She is fine, brother,” Dalejem said, his voice more gentle than the rest.
“Did she have her baby?” Revik said.
“No.”
“You are sure?” he blurted.
Revik asked it before he could stop himself. Once he had, he felt their living lights flickering around him once more, more invasively that time. Most of those light probes felt good-natured still, but Revik felt the curiosity there, as well . . .and even amusement, at least from those who seemed to think they knew why he asked the question.
Feeling his defensiveness worsen, Revik spoke again without thinking, breaking the silence when no one answered.
“I felt something.”
Yumi chuckled a little at that. “Well, clearly. Since it nearly killed you.”
“No.” Revik shook his head, feeling his face warm more. “No, I mean I felt––”
“We know what you felt,” she broke in, her voice gentle, like Dalejem’s that time. “It is true that she is close. Very close, perhaps. Balidor has already said that she instructed him to go deeper into the jungle for that reason.”
“What?” Revik said, turning his head on the stretcher. “Why?”
Yumi met his gaze when he turned, shrugging. The dark blue of her tattoo looked closer to green under the jungle canopy. “I do not know that, brother. Balidor might not even know that, not for certain. Clearly, she has her own reasons for wanting to be away from the vast majority of human and seer lights when this child is born.”
Revik fought to think about that, too.
Eventually he only nodded, unable to make sense of the threads of meaning there, either. He felt something, some whisper of understanding, but it wouldn’t stay with him, and he didn’t dare look closer than he had already.
Kali was leading them into the jungle.
Out of nowhere, a hard coil of pain wound through his light, bringing a sickness that made him writhe on the stretcher, biting his tongue to keep from making a sound. Even so, he exhaled a near-gasp once he could breathe at all.
He’d already felt a few of the other seers react to the pain coming off him, sucking in breaths nearly at the same time. The wave hit them hard enough that their steps faltered around him . . .never in danger of dropping him, not that he could feel, but almost as if they fought stopping on the same note and regained motion in the same instant.
“Shield your light, brother,” Yumi said next to him.
Her voice was low that time, but clearly a command.
Revik opened his eyes, and realized only then that he still had his head turned towards her.
Meeting her gaze, he nodded, fighting back another swell that struggled in his chest.
None of them spoke again until they reached the rendezvous point, just past the crest of the mountain.

It was nearly dark by the time they arrived, confusing Revik when he realized he must have been unconscious for most of the day while they traveled.
He doubted they would have the luxury of staying in the new camp for long.
Even so, they informed him he would need to get more sleep, and that he would be required to accept help in replenishing his light in the process.
He wasn’t give the choice.
When he climbed shakily up off the stretcher after they put him down on the ground, Yumi and Dalejem immediately had hold of him on two sides as he straightened.
They stood there with him, supporting a percentage of his weight and most of his balance while four other seers swiftly erected more of those odd, hanging tent-structures in a matter of minutes, using the low branches from the nearby trees and an organic wire of a type Revik had never seen before. He watched, dazed, as that same wire sought out connection points and weighting on six sides, then pulled the semi-organic tarp taut above the ground.
Interior mats were already being inflated even as the last wires were secured and locked in place. Then Revik was informed that he’d be using the first of those tents, and that he had his choice of connectors to feed him light.
He didn’t hesitate.
He was too tired to hesitate, or to pretend he didn’t have a preference.
“Dalejem,” he said.
The other seer flinched a little, but didn’t speak, or protest with his light.
He didn’t even change expression really, although Revik saw a frown touch the mouth of Mara, who looked over when Revik spoke.
Dalejem either didn’t see that, or chose to ignore it, too.
Instead, he grew abruptly businesslike.
Without waiting, he gripped Revik’s arm tighter, taking what remained of his weight and balance away from Yumi and leading him straight into that first tent they’d erected. Once inside, Dalejem released him, and began unhooking the armored vest from around Revik’s chest with deft fingers. He had that and the gun holsters off him with an efficiency that only disoriented Revik more, although he made no move to stop him, but simply stood there and let the other male undress him, his arms more or less soft at his sides.
When he finished, Dalejem ordered Revik to lie down.
Revik didn’t argue with that, either.
He barely paused long enough to pull the armored shirt over his head, and then only because he was so fucking hot . . .too hot to want the dense fabric next to his body, even with it getting dark outside. He felt more than saw Dalejem suck in a breath when the other male got a look at his back. Revik shoved that aside, too, pretending he hadn’t noticed.
He was used to seers reacting that way to his scars.
The truth was, very few seers had scars like him. He was used to the stares they evoked whenever he exposed that part of his skin to another seer for the first time. He was equally used to the questions he inevitably got about how and where he’d obtained the scars . . .questions he couldn’t have answered even if he wanted to.
The truth was, he didn’t remember.
He supposed that was part of what had been taken from him when he left the Rooks, too.
They’d erased a lot of his memories in those early months, including ones he’d had before he joined the Org, which apparently happened at some point during World War II, according to Vash. Vash told him that the forfeiture of memories was part of the agreement the Seven made with Galaith when Revik defected.
Revik hadn’t asked why that was, either.
Hell. He knew why.
Whatever their source, Revik supposed precisely how he’d gotten the scars didn’t really matter. It wasn’t likely to be a pleasant story, in any case.
He’d learned to ignore both the stares and the questions over the years, but he wasn’t immune to them. Moreover, for the first time it occurred to him that it might be harder to evade those questions outside of the Rooks’ Pyramid than it had been inside it, at least with other seers.
Luckily, most humans didn’t attach as much importance to how his back looked.
They found the scars fascinating, sure, and still an anomaly, but scars weren’t as rare on human bodies as they were on seer bodies.
Dalejem didn’t ask, though.
He waited until Revik was down, then laid down next to him on the same mat, not touching him as he stretched out on his back next to where Revik lay sprawled on his stomach. Revik turned his head to avoid the awkwardness of having his face aimed towards the other male, but he still felt the other’s eyes on him, especially on the scars covering most of his back.
He was thankful for the lack of questions.
Even so, he could feel the seer wanting to ask. More than that, he felt sympathy there, a heavier weight of empathy that bled understanding between them, even though no part of the male’s skin touched Revik’s own. In some ways, that was worse . . .if only because Revik refused to give the other seer the answers he wanted.
He couldn’t help feeling strangely guilty for that fact.
Thinking about what Dalejem might see of him in the light exchange didn’t make him feel any better. Forcing that out of his mind, too, Revik did his best to blank out his thoughts entirely. He couldn’t refuse the light, so he just had to let it go.
It wouldn’t make any difference at this point anyway, he told himself.
He didn’t stay awake long enough to remember the connection being made.
His dreams, once they came, were of him running through a different jungle, with steeper hills, more rocks, denser trees and harder plants . . .and with different Rooks chasing him. It felt like a memory, immediate, dark, filled with denser emotions he could almost taste. He fought to breathe, launching his body up a near-vertical hill . . .then stumbled, nearly face-planting into the peat and roots at the base of a heavy-trunked tree, sliding down the hill until he dug the toes of his boots into the soil and stone.
He dragged himself back to his feet, bleeding from a gunshot wound, his arms, hands and neck littered with cuts and nicks from the trees and bushes as he ran.
He’d lost his jacket somewhere.
He was out of water, too.
The dark forest that loomed around him behind his eyes, it never seemed to end. He had been running here for weeks, it seemed. Months.
Maybe years.
The same thoughts looped in his mind, through all of it.
They wanted him dead.
They all wanted him dead.
He would be despised now.
Not only by the Rooks chasing him, but by all of them, on both sides of that line.
He would be despised.

He woke up in pain, which shouldn’t have surprised him, either. He controlled it in reflex, even as he fought to bring his mind back on line, to ground himself in his body.
He knew one thing almost at once.
He didn’t wake up on his own.
As he thought it, his eyes slid to the open flaps of the tent, and the silhouettes that stood there, blocking the light from what must be another organic heater.
Yumi stood directly in the opening between the flaps, talking to Dalejem, who stood just inside, and wore full armor. Revik could feel two others waiting just outside the tent as well. Poresh and Mara, from what he could tell. It was pitch dark out there now, but he could feel tension in the construct of the camp, even beyond how Dalejem was dressed.
They’d be on the move soon.
Dalejem glanced over at him, even as he thought it.
“Yes,” he said. “We have to move. As soon as you’re ready.”
“Where?” Revik said, fighting a yawn, in spite of himself.
“Balidor wants us to take up a flanking position behind them,” Dalejem said, still looking Revik over, as if assessing his condition. “A new group was sent by the Org . . .what looks like a professional extraction team. They took helicopters to a site only a few minutes ago, landing a few clicks from Balidor and his team. He expects to be under hard pursuit soon . . .”
“What time is it?” Revik said.
“Oh-five-thirty.”
“What?” Revik’s eyes opened at that, even as adrenaline shot through his system. His internal clock hadn’t prepared him for that answer at all. It must have gotten broken along with half the structures in his aleimi. “How is that possible?”
Dalejem didn’t answer.
Yumi, on the other hand, let out a disbelieving snort, folding her muscular arms across her chest before she glanced at the seers on the other side of the flap.
“You are very good at napping, Rook,” she said, quirking an eyebrow.
Revik heard the teasing there, but still felt himself frown.
Dalejem’s voice came across mainly as impatient, however. Revik couldn’t quite tell if that impatience was aimed at him or Yumi herself, however.
“Balidor has been re-routing the flavor of your light for most of the night,” Dalejem continued instead. “Mostly using key imprints from your aleimi that the Org seems to be targeting, and bouncing them through the other splinter’s construct. He did it give you time to recover, but they need us now. That group is gaining on them, given Kali’s condition.”
Dalejem hesitated again, as if he wanted to say more, then looked to Yumi, as if she’d pinged his light, warning him silent.
If she had, Revik felt none of it.
Even so, he found himself frowning.
“What?” he said. “Just fucking tell me. Jesus.”
Yumi answered him that time. “Kali asked for you, pup. She seems to think they will need you soon.”
“For what?” Revik said.
He pulled himself up to a seated position, wincing even as he wrapped an arm around his chest. He fought back the pain even as he blinked up at her, realizing only then that he was still shirtless, and then, mostly from her eyes on him.
“I do not know,” Yumi said, matter-of-fact. “But as you likely know by now, this Kali often knows things that most of us do not know. Therefore, brother Balidor does not usually bother to try and second-guess her.”
Revik nodded, still fighting to wake up, but working at it more consciously now.
He pulled his shirt off the mat when he saw it balled up on the side of the tent next to where he’d been sleeping. Untangling it clumsily, he yanked it over his head a moment later, trying to remember what he’d done with the armored vest.
Then he remembered Dalejem had taken that off him.
He glanced towards the door as he thought it, and saw his guns and vest sitting there in a neat pile. He couldn’t remember if Dalejem had done that at the time, or since.
He didn’t look at the others as he pulled himself to his feet, pausing only long enough to assure himself he could keep his balance, then walking with more purpose towards the small pile of armor and weapons. He had just finished buckling the holster back around his waist, the vest open around his chest, when someone handed him a canteen of drinking water. He barely looked at the hand holding it before he took it, and drank down probably a third before it occurred to him to come up for air. When he handed it back, someone handed him food, too, a kind of plant-matter and protein-base wrap that often served as basic req out in the field.
He took a bite from that without thinking, too, and while he chewed, Dalejem finished doing up the front of his armored vest.
Revik finished the wrap in about thirty seconds flat, and his stomach only protested that there wasn’t more.
As if he felt that, Dalejem laughed, punching him lightly on the arm.
“There is more,” he said, smiling for the first time Revik remembered since they’d left for Guoreum. “But you’ll have to eat and walk, brother.”
Revik only nodded, leaving the tent with him, and only pausing to reach down and tie the organic strap around his thigh, holding the lower holster to his leg.
They were already dismantling the tent as he left out the front.
He felt better, though.
A lot better. And strangely ready for a fight.
Dalejem must have felt some smattering of that, too, because he laughed, even as he motioned Revik to follow him where the front end of the group was already hefting packs to their shoulders, entering in a single line through an opening in the jungle at the far end of the clearing.
Realizing again that they hadn’t been kidding, that the whole group really had been waiting for him, Revik sped up his pace, even as he took a second wrap from Garensche when the tall seer handed it to him.
He took a bite out of the end, as much for the energetic boost as out of hunger at that point, following behind Yumi and Poresh as they disappeared along with the others in front of them, packs already strapped to their backs.
He glanced back just long enough to see the last two seers of their group, Ontari and Vikram, stuff the last of his tent and mats into their own packs and heft them onto their shoulders to follow them as well.
And just like that, they were a military unit again.
 



CHAPTER 8
REQUESTED

THEY HIKED THROUGH the jungle for two more days.
During that time, Balidor’s team and the Rooks sparred back and forth between constructs in the Barrier, crossing lines with Revik’s group and the other splinter group. At the end of the first day, Balidor broke his own team into smaller fractions yet again, likely in a further attempt to keep the main Org extraction team off Kali.
Yumi’s team, as Revik had come to think of it, now stood between Balidor’s remaining unit and that same Org extraction team. It took them almost twenty hours of the last forty or so to position themselves there, mapping the area of the Org’s mobile construct warily, and then skirting carefully around its edges.
Revik knew that in large part, that caution had been because of him.
He also knew there was still some uneasiness around their position because of him, and not only from within his own group.
They kept Revik’s light as far away from that extraction team as they could.
He had been told by Yumi and Dalejem that they were now using infiltrators in Asia to that end, as well, along with the teams on the ground. Most of the latter were charged with shielding the three constructs as a whole, but Revik suspected at least one of those seers had been assigned to him specifically.
He didn’t try to probe closer, however, or to test those boundaries.
Even so, he felt flickers of recognition, of familiarity, at times . . .and not from the Adhipan side of the shield. The longer they spent out here, the more Revik suspected he knew at least one of the seers following them from the Org.
He even thought he knew which one.
He chose not to think about that too closely, either, though. The idea of dealing with Terian out here, given their last interaction in Vietnam, was more than Revik’s mind could really wrap itself around. It had been five years. Five years that stretched into infinity in those caves of the Pamir, leaving his memories of his time with the other seer hazy at best.
He knew he’d been high for a lot of it, which didn’t help.
Hell, he couldn’t even be sure what their last interaction had been, precisely.
He tried to remember what he’d done to Terian, when he took Kali out of Saigon. Had he hurt him? He must have disabled him and Raven in some way, but he couldn’t remember the specifics of that last encounter well enough to know for sure. He couldn’t have just knocked them out with his light; they were both too highly trained.
He must have hurt them.
He might have hurt them pretty badly, actually.
It was the only thing that explained how he hadn’t been caught, or stopped before he reached India. Given the head start he’d given Kali, and then himself when he began making his way to Cambodia and then Thailand, he must have hurt them. He never would have gotten out of Saigon, otherwise. He especially would never have eluded Terian, who could be as dogged in his own way as those monks up in the Pamir.
More so, maybe.
Terian’s particular brand of crazy tended to come with a form of obsession that Revik hadn’t seen matched in many seers . . .despite the tendency towards fixation and obsession seers shared more generally. For all of his short attention span in the normal day-to-day, when Terian really got his mind set on something, he could be frighteningly single-minded.
But Revik fought not to think about that, either.
His body had finally more or less adjusted to the heat and humidity by the third day they’d been out here. Meaning, the third day following the go-live for the op, which to Revik started on that predawn morning, when Balidor first broke Kali out of Guoreum.
He hadn’t heard anything specific about Kali’s condition, either, not in the last twenty-four or so hours. Really, not since he’d asked Dalejem about her from that stretcher as they carried him up to the make-shift camp at the rendezvous point, when he first woke up after the Org’s construct knocked him on his ass.
He took a few swallows of water without slowing his pace, walking with the others in his team ( . . .pod, his mind whispered, inserting the Org term for a basic ground unit before he could restrain himself). Like he had been for days now, he did his best to keep his mind only on the immediate terrain. He and the others currently formed a broken line up the hill, distributed more or less like a guerrilla fighting force, but he could tell they still formed more of a diversion and a buffer for Balidor’s group than an offensive fighting team.
Still, he knew they would be expected to flip that on a dime, if need be.
This particular slope angled steeper than the last few had, skirting a low valley filled with more grazing land, where Revik could see distant herds of cattle.
He could feel that the Org construct was getting closer.
Now that the sun was going down behind the hills on the other side of the valley to his left, he found the tension in his body worsening. The nights were more difficult for him, for some reason, in terms of the aleimic side of things, and resonating with those in the Org extraction unit. Watching the sun dip lower, he fought to prepare himself mentally to spend another night out here, and to keep his light focused on Vash and the other Asian seers as much as he could. Still, he knew the attacks would come as soon as the darkness settled.
They would get worse in the early hours, meaning after midnight.
As far as sleep went, they usually stopped not long after the Org team stopped, which only happened for a few hours at most, and often less than that. Each of them in Yumi’s unit would be lucky to get thirty, maybe forty minutes of sleep in a stretch, as they rotated through some combination of guard duty––both the Barrier variety and the physical one––and catnaps with the other infiltrators.
Revik knew that was part of their psychological sparring with the Org, too.
The Rooks would make sure they always got more sleep than their quarry. They would also try to make them want it, make them work around their own infiltrators to get it. Knowing that it was a power play didn’t really help to combat the effects, however.
Revik knew that as part of their role as quarry, though. They could only do what they could to maintain a safe lead.
They were probably carrying Kali by now.
The thought brought a low stab of pain that caught him off guard.
He saw a few of the nearby seers jump a little, too, and glance at him.
It wasn’t sexual pain, though, not that time. More like worry mixed with a sharper, less-specific anxiety around the flavor of the Org’s construct following them. He knew Terry would want to kill Kali, if he knew it was her out here. Terian being involved in this mess might explain why they took Kali in the first place. Knowing Terry, he might have done it out of spite, or even just to lure Revik out in the open, meaning, out of those caves.
The pain in his gut repeated at the thought.
It wasn’t as bad that time.
Even so, it was intense enough that Revik found himself wishing Kali’s damned mate would get here already.
He also saw a few seers in the team glance at him again, curiosity in their eyes.
“Why the fuck are we going this way?” he muttered to himself.
He wiped sweat off his brow with the back of his forearm as he said it, gazing up the tree-filled slope in front of them as he felt his jaw harden. He’d been talking to himself mostly, barely muttering really, but Mara surprised him by answering, speaking in an almost normal tone of voice from where she walked slightly behind him.
“We’re going this way because your girlfriend is an intermediary, Rook,” the female seer said, a thread of humor in her voice. “ . . .And apparently, she’s calling the shots these days . . .not brother Balidor. So stop your whining, Dehgoies.”
“Is whining against the law, now?” Ontari said, winking at Revik. “I think someone should tell sister Dalai that, if so.”
“Bite me,” the same said sweetly. She trudged up the hill with an expressive frown on her fine-featured face. She looked about as seer as she possibly could, with the distinctive Asian-seer features and dark, purple-blue irises with the orange rims. “Is it my fault these wretched swamplands don’t agree with my delicate constitution?”
Ontari snorted a laugh, rolling his eyes towards Revik.
“Don’t believe her for a second, brother Dehgoies. I’ve seen her chop the heads off rats and eat them, when we were hungry enough . . .”
Revik smiled a little in spite of himself, clicking softly.
“Should I tell him about our last job in Afghanistan, brother?” Dalai said, her voice even more mockingly sweet. “I’m sure he would love to hear that story, Oni.”
“No,” Ontari said, laughing again.
Mara gripped Revik’s arm, causing him to jump, then look down.
“I know,” she said, giving him another grin, a glint in her light eyes. “Why don’t you use the time we have out here to try and learn how to walk quieter, Rook? That, or we can help Gar lose weight like he said he wanted, and make him carry you up the hill . . .”
Revik glanced at Garensche, without slowing his pace as he hiked. The big seer probably carried half the camp requisitions on his broad back already, Revik noted.
Garensche looked at him in the same set of seconds, frowning with his thick lips.
“The hell you will,” he said, his voice a louder mutter than Revik’s had been.
On Gar’s other side, Poresh broke out in a laugh, as did Dalai.
“Come on, brother Gar,” Poresh teased. “You know you want to . . .”
When Gar looked over at the two of them, Dalai slapped the big seer playfully on the shoulder. “You did say you wanted to lose weight. I heard you . . .same as Mara.”
“Not by giving myself a hernia,” Garensche retorted, clicking and smiling, despite his tone. “Are you all forgetting how fucking heavy that damned Rook is? He may look narrow, but he has bones made of iron, I swear it. That, or––”
“Are you sure those were his bones?” Dalai teased, giving Revik’s crotch a pointed glance.
“Shut up, all of you,” Yumi cut in, her voice quiet, but still managing to penetrate the banter. She gave Dalai and Poresh a couple of particularly hard stares. “Are we on a job here, or flirting with the ex-Rook? Which is it?”
“Can’t we do both?” Gar asked, grinning at her.
“No,” Yumi said, her voice colder.
A few more of them chuckled that time, even Vikram, who was normally quiet.
Revik felt flickers of humor from the group more generally, along with wise-ass remarks a number of them seemed to think better of and suppress, given Yumi’s threatening looks. He was used to that kind of thing, too, though. Being a smart-ass was kind of a military staple.
It was just one of many ways of whistling in the dark.
When Revik glanced forward, he saw Dalejem frowning back at the rest of them, too, even more deeply than Yumi. Revik saw his eyes settle the hardest on Mara, but he couldn’t get a sense of what that was about, either.
Or maybe he just didn’t want to.
Brushing it from his mind, he gripped the rifle a little tighter, hitching the backpack higher on his shoulders in the same pause that it took him to rearrange the gear. He’d been pulled into the rotation with equipment and camp set up and break-down like the rest of them. Although really, he’d put himself into that rotation, without being told, or even asked.
Even as he finished adjusting his pack, he felt another thread of recognition whisper around his light. Someone monitoring the shield around Revik’s aleimi knocked the thread away, but the proximity of that familiar light, which felt more and more like Terian’s, brought a rush of adrenaline back into Revik’s blood, getting his legs moving faster.
They hiked in silence for what felt like another few hours.
Throughout all of it, Revik felt probes like that, only to have them pulled away by one of the Adhipan or Pamir seers, and once by Yumi herself. She glanced at him when it happened that time, frowning slightly, although he felt more worry in it than accusation.
The realization reassured him somewhat.
But truthfully, not a lot.
When the hit came to his light the next time, though, it wasn’t from the Org seers.
Not surprisingly, perhaps, Revik was the last one of his group to feel it.
He felt it through the others first, before the actual impulse reached enough of his light that he could pinpoint direction, or even the exact flavor from the Barrier. Once it had filtered over enough of his aleimi for him to get a sense of both things, understanding caused his breath to suck in, even as every seer in his group came to a dead halt.
None of them spoke.
It was so quiet, in fact, that Revik could hear Dalai breathing from beside him. He saw her white fingers knuckle into a clench around the straps of her backpack, even as she glanced at him. He also felt the question in her light.
He sent back an impulse, no words.
The impulse essentially meant, I don’t know.
He was still standing there, breathing into the silence of the trees, when Yumi spoke, causing all of them to jump a little.
She spoke to Revik, of all people.
“Looks like you got your wish, pup,” she said, her voice holding a thread of humor.
Ontari answered instead of Revik.
“Which wish was that?” he said, his voice joking. “Or do we want to know?”
Despite the male seer’s words, Revik felt the tension in the group deflate, even as relief swam through the mobile construct as a whole. Revik understood why, too. Whatever he had felt up ahead, it definitely didn’t belong to the Rooks.
Yumi exhaled in a series of soft clicks, right along with the rest of them.
“His wish for Kali’s husband to come here,” Yumi said.
Revik could almost hear the smirk in her voice.
Even so, he felt the relief more strongly still, especially from Yumi herself.
Feeling somewhat emboldened by it, he reached out tentatively with his light, actively scanning for the specific wave of frequency in the Barrier he’d felt, rather than letting it trickle through the shields the others held around him. Once Revik aimed his light in the right direction, he could immediately see what Yumi had been referencing . . .partly because Yumi herself caught him in the act.
Once she had, she plugged him directly into the new influence in the construct.
New living lights exploded into Revik’s awareness, popping up all over the hill in front of him as they grew visible within Balidor’s construct and Yumi’s thread to the same. Looking over them all in wonder, Revik realized they’d been deliberately revealed once they were close enough to provide an effective message, not only to Revik himself, or to Yumi and the rest of their group, but to the Org extraction team directly.
Feeling the strength of that message behind that distinctive flare of light, Revik felt his own shoulders lose some of their tension, too, noticing only then that they hadn’t.
“Reinforcements,” he muttered.
“Yes,” Yumi said, smiling at him. “It looks like Kali’s husband and the group from Los Angeles have finally arrived.”
Once she finished showing all of them the full strength of their new allies, Yumi once more closed down the specific thread hooking their group to Balidor’s, probably to keep their own position relatively discreet from the Org extraction team.
“They have brought reinforcements of their own,” she added. “Quite a lot of reinforcements, my brothers and sisters.”
“From where?” Vikram asked in heavily-accented Prexci.
“Unknown,” Yumi said. “They are not Adhipan. Nor Seven.”
“They are friendly, though?” Ontari said, his voice wary.
“Very friendly. They are here for the Bridge,” she smiled.
Revik heard a few sighs next to him, with more relief in them than he would have guessed. He hadn’t really realized how much their precarious situation between the extraction team and Kali had been stressing all of them out.
He alone seemed surprised by her words.
“The Bridge?” he said, into that silence.
Yumi gave him another direct look. She didn’t answer his implied question, however.
“Balidor is coming here,” she said instead. “We are to wait for him and his people to reach us. He says they’re only about fifteen minutes out, and that we should remain ready to move, if need be. So packs on the ground, but stick with field reqs if you’re hungry.”
Revik glanced around as other seers began shrugging the packs off their shoulders, leaning them against trees. A few had canteens out already, and were drinking from them freely, heads tilted back. It didn’t really cool down very much out here at night. Not enough, anyway. Not for the pace they were moving, and how much gear and clothing they wore.
Still, Revik felt some surprise in the others, at Yumi’s revelation about Balidor.
Then it seemed like they were all looking at him.
Meaning Revik himself.
“Yes,” Yumi said, as if answering some question Revik hadn’t heard. “It’s for him. I’ll let brother Balidor explain, since he’s on his way here already.”
“Is that such a good idea, sister?” Vikram asked sharply. “Given what happened last time?”
“We will let Balidor explain.”
“But sister––”
“Again,” Yumi said, her voice harder, less compromising. “That is between him and his gods. He will have to decide for himself.”
Realizing they were talking about him again, Revik looked over at her, seeing the bare outline of her face with his combat-trained night vision. The female seer smiled at him, but that time, he didn’t feel a lot of humor in her light.
In fact, what he felt came closer to sympathy.
“Looks like you’ve been requested again, pup,” she said only.
Before he could say anything, she shrugged off her own backpack, and promptly sat on top of it, tugging out a piece of jerky from her vest. Revik watched her chew on it, and tried to decide if he wanted to ask one of the dozen or so questions he could now feel hovering over the construct they all shared.
He decided he didn’t.
Shrugging off his own backpack, he let it fall to the ground pretty much where he stood, then bent his knees to sit on it, as well. Tugging the canteen from his own belt, he took a long drink, then aimed his eyes up at the canopy and the few stars he could see past it, twinkling like sentries through the dark leaves.
He settled himself in to wait.

They didn’t have to wait long.
It turned out that fifteen minutes had been conservative, despite the distance Revik felt between Yumi’s team and Balidor’s main camp when Revik first looked for them.
It seemed that Balidor and his people must have already been moving fast in their direction when Balidor sent Yumi the impulse to remain where they were until he arrived.
Revik could feel by then that the Org extraction team had stopped walking as well, which shouldn’t have surprised him.
When Balidor entered the clearing he didn’t hesitate, but walked directly up to Revik himself, who he seemed to be able to see a lot more clearly through the dark of the trees than Revik could see the Adhipan leader. Once Balidor stood directly in front of him, he spoke aloud, seemingly addressing the entire group.
“Galaith has agreed to a parlay,” Balidor announced, standing roughly in the middle of their small group.
Revik’s eyes and light twitched towards the periphery of their circle, feeling Zula and Tobe out there, as well as four other seers whose names he had never learned, but whose lights he recognized from the main camp outside of Guoreum, as well as from the construct more generally. At least one of them was part of his protective detail from the Barrier.
“ . . .Galaith has a stipulation, however,” Balidor said, at the end of the long pause. His eyes swiveled back to Revik. “He will only deal with you, brother.”
Revik just sat there, looking up at him.
He felt the other seers in the group staring at him again.
He felt stronger whispers from some of them than others, but the overall feeling was more or less consistent, at least coming from the seers in Yumi’s group. They considered him one of theirs now. They’d seen him collapse in the road outside the periphery fence of Guoreum. They’d risked their lives, been shot at, carried him for miles, all to save his life. They thought this was a trap. They didn’t want him to do it.
They wanted him to say no.
In all of that, Revik felt Dalejem especially strongly. The other male wished that same no at him so strongly that Revik had to disentangle himself from the imperative behind it to even be able to see his own thoughts.
Even then, he struggled to think about Balidor’s request clearly.
He could see what his unit saw. He could see the lack of transparency there, in the Rooks’ light, the duplicitousness of it . . .and especially of Galaith.
They could see a teacher who craved contact with his former student.
They didn’t like it. They didn’t like it at all.
Truthfully, Revik didn’t like it, either.
Again, however, he already more or less knew what he’d do.
“Yes,” he said aloud. He didn’t realize he’d been staring at the ground when he said it, not until he looked up, meeting Balidor’s gaze in the bare light of the clearing. “I’ll do it.”
He felt a stab of angry light at him, and turned his head, seeing Dalejem standing there. His aleimi picked out more details than his eyes, feeling the Dalejem’s arms taut at his sides, his hands clenched into fists where they rested on his gun belt. Revik felt another pulse of anger from the other seer and winced, in spite of himself.
I’m sorry, he sent to him quietly.
“I’m going,” Dalejem said aloud to Balidor, ignoring Revik’s own words. “If you’re bringing him to them, like a sacrificial-fucking-lamb, then I’m coming, too.”
Balidor gave him a long-seeming stare, then nodded.
“Agreed.”
He looked around at the rest of the group then, his expression unmoving. His light didn’t so much as ripple, either, from what Revik could feel or see.
“We can take seven, including Dehgoies,” he added, still looking around. “That leaves spots for four more. Any volunteers?”
“Me,” Vikram said, surprising Revik.
He glanced at the Indian-looking seer, who smiled at him from the dark. The seer’s white teeth shone at him, strangely reassuring.
Then next voice that spoke surprised Revik even more, though.
“Me,” Mara said, stepping forward. “I will go.”
“Me, as well,” Yumi said.
“I will go, too,” Dalai added.
Balidor nodded, looking around at all of them. “That is seven.” He looked back at Revik, his light exuding a faint worry that time, even as he adjusted the rifle slung over his shoulder.
“No packs,” he said, his voice still expressionless. “ . . .And we leave now.” He looked at Garensche. “You are in charge of the remainder of the group out here. My people, too. I would like all of you to stay here, in roughly this area, until we come back. Use sentries, though, and be ready to move, if I call for reinforcements.”
The big seer nodded, glancing at Revik.
Revik felt worry ripple off his light, too.
It occurred to him only then that at least half of the seers here didn’t expect him to come back from this . . .not alive anyway.
The other half seemed to think he would at least come back damaged.
Swallowing a little, Revik found himself standing with the others, arranging the gun strapped around his shoulder not unlike Balidor had, but more in a kind of nervous patterning than anything approaching practicality. He was still standing there when his self-appointed personal guard and Balidor started to move out, aiming for the opening between the trees to the south of where they now stood, so back in the direction they’d already walked.
Only Dalejem stopped beside him.
Before Revik realized what he intended, the seer formed a link, just the two of them. As he did it, he shielded them, too, pushing the rest of the seers’ lights out.
You don’t have to do this, he sent. Dalejem barely paused before his light grew fainter, becoming the barest trace of a whisper. Don’t do it, Revik. Please. We’ll find another way.
Revik felt a strange jolt in his chest.
He realized it was because Dalejem had used his given name.
He looked at him, and found the other male wouldn’t meet his gaze.
I have to, Revik told him simply.
Why? Dalejem demanded, his light sparking with anger. Why do you have to?
Revik sighed, clicking softly. Because Balidor wouldn’t have brought this to me, if there was another way.
He didn’t say the other thing he thought . . .what he felt, without knowing how he felt it.
Kali was having her baby.
Revik sent a pulse of warmth when the other seer frowned.
When Dalejem moved away an instant later, severing the link between them and stepping deliberately out of Revik’s light, Revik felt his chest tighten again, for a different reason that time.
Still, he managed to keep it off his expression.
Gripping the rifle he wore, he followed the small group leading him silently into the gap between the trees. By the time he’d more or less caught up with Dalejem and the others, his mind was almost blank, focused only on the sounds and smells of the jungle.
He barely noticed as Vikram and Dalai took up position behind him.



CHAPTER 9
PARLAY

REVIK FELT THE panic start in his chest as they approached the edges of the mobile construct of the Org extraction team. Some part of his mind remembered what Guoreum had done to him, almost like an animal remembers being burnt in a fire, and it flipped a panic switch somewhere in the background of his mind, causing his heart rate to speed up, his breathing to tighten.
They were still at least a hundred yards from the clearing Balidor had told them about, where the Org pod waited for them up ahead.
No one in Revik’s group had talked for at least the past half-hour, however.
Really, not since Balidor briefed him on their way back down the hill.
Now Revik felt a keening kind of nausea beginning in his belly, one that––for once––had absolutely nothing to do with separation pain.
It was fear. Pure, unbridled fear.
He felt the seers around him reacting to that same fear, drawing closer to him, but it didn’t really help. Revik started to worry that he wouldn’t be able to handle this at all, even apart from what the construct might do to him when he crossed that line––
Brother, a voice spoke gently into his mind. Calm yourself . . .there is more than just me protecting you out here. You will be all right.
It’s not you I don’t trust, Revik began, knowing his panic was spilling out over into his thoughts, but unable to do anything to pull it back, at least not to where the other wouldn’t feel it. I can’t handle this. I dropped like a dead person outside of Guoreum. You saw it . . .
That was my fault, brother, Balidor sent.
His mental voice held more of an edge that time, but not one aimed at Revik himself.
That was a mistake I haven’t even come close to apologizing to you for deeply enough, brother, Balidor added grimly. . . .and likely never will.
It wasn’t your fault––
It was, Balidor cut in, looking at him through the dark. It was entirely my fault, brother Revik, and trust me, I do not speak only for my own opinion in saying it. I thought your Aunt Tarsi would fire me as head of the Adhipan for what I did there . . .if she did not have me banished from the Pamir altogether.
The thought brought Revik’s mind to a brief halt.
Fired from the Adhipan? Was that even possible? Or just a term of speech?
Balidor surprised him, chuckling in the recesses of Revik’s mind.
Oh, it’s possible, brother. Believe me. Tarsi might have had to persuade Vash, if that had been her decision, since he is the official head of the Council of Seven. But truthfully, I don’t think that would have been overly difficult. He was quite angry with me, too . . .
Revik didn’t answer that, either, not directly.
Even so, Balidor’s words that time surprised him even more.
He couldn’t even imagine Vash angry.
Balidor chuckled at that, too.
Revik stiffened, though, realizing suddenly that he was being distracted. They had reached the edge of the Org construct already, and before Revik knew it, before he could think about halting the progress of his body and feet forward, or raising a real protest . . .
He had crossed that line into the Pyramid’s wave.
He didn’t feel it as strongly that time.
The light around him shifted, sure, but he felt the connection to Balidor more, as well as that to the rest of the seers who now stood more or less around him. Even as Revik adjusted to the shift in light, still walking through the woods, an actual, physical light ignited through the trees in front of them. As it did, Revik realized they were even closer to the clearing with the Org operatives than he’d imagined. He recognized the peculiar greenish-yellow glow of organic yisso torches even as he watched Balidor enter the last row of trees before the clearing itself.
Dalejem and Yumi followed Balidor without hesitation.
Leaving Revik to be the one to hesitate, right at that edge, even as he felt a flush of warmth and reassurance from Vikram and Dalai, who still walked behind him.
It’s okay, brother, Vikram told him softly. We won’t let those bastards touch you.
Revik glanced back, even as he saw Dalai nod, gesturing her agreement with Vikram emphatically with one hand. It hit Revik again that they felt responsible for him, however it was they actually felt about him, or what he’d once been.
Taking a deep breath at the thought, he forced himself to move forward once more, walking blinking into the lit clearing behind Balidor and the others.
For a moment, a scarce instant, it felt as if he, himself, were being birthed.

He ended up walking out past the others, into the center of the clearing.
He was supposed to be the emissary, after all.
Something about being inside the thing, and still on his feet––or maybe just the reality of being cocooned from all but the barest tastes of that Dreng-soaked light––switched off the panic that had nearly incapacitated Revik outside the construct itself. It flipped him into pure infiltrator mode instead, almost before he realized he’d made the change.
They had already decided a few things, of course, before they got here.
Revik and Balidor discussed a number of details and particulars like this on the way back down that hill. Some of them, Revik had even suggested himself.
Revik would stand in front, as the emissary.
He would hold onto his guns, but not hold any of them in his hands.
Therefore, when Revik entered the clearing, his rifle remained slung behind his back, his handguns in their holsters. He held his hands visible, too, to emphasize the fact that they were empty, even as he found himself sliding into more of a fighter’s walk as he approached the line of Org infiltrators waiting for him on the other side of those trees.
But that was habit, too, he supposed.
His mind remained more or less blank, at least once he broke that circle of light that bled into the jungle trees from the two torches, each held by a separate Org agent, one female and one male. The torch-bearing agents stood on either side of the ring of trees around the clearing, so that most of the area was lit, and even most of the faces Revik could now see.
All of those agents were armed of course, holding weapons in their hands.
Revik noted that fact, even as he deliberately ignored it.
He walked directly to the middle of the clearing while still in that strangely empty mental space. If anything the clarity and silence of that space heightened, the more faces of Org infiltrators he could see. The reality of them snapped him into a different kind of mental space altogether, turning them from bogeymen to tangible targets, something he could wrap his arms and mind around, at least.
Something in that shift of perspective sent him into a weird kind of calm, too.
Instead of fearing them, he measured them, like he would measure potential adversaries on any op. Or hell, simply in any situation where he couldn’t predict the outcome, and found himself heavily outnumbered, and surrounded by seers he didn’t trust.
His mind found twenty distinct infiltrators, almost at once.
Some of those were more visible than others, but he didn’t doubt the count, and even took snapshots of the markers on some of them for future reference. Apart from their leader, he didn’t recognize any of those lights specifically.
Well, at least not that he could remember.
He suspected there were more agents out in the jungle, too. He felt flickers of a separate construct even, along with the barest markers of some kind of formation to the east and the west of where he currently stood. His military mind made those wings wrapped around the main unit.
Protection, but also with offensive capability.
Not a dumb move, either. But then, Terian was never dumb. Nor were the Org military planners, whatever their other shortcomings.
Revik’s mind told him a minimum of twenty-four. Maybe as many as thirty.
Twenty-five, a voice murmured in his mind.
Revik glanced behind him. His eyes met Balidor’s, and he felt his shoulders lose a fraction of their tension when he realized it was Balidor who had spoken. The two of them were still connected. The thought relieved him enough that he dared to answer back, hoping it stayed inside the construct-within-the-construct.
They have us flanked. They could cut us off, he said to the Adhipan leader.
I know, Balidor said, pulsing reassurance at him. They’ve got some unusual qualities in this construct, brother, so stay alert. I sense close to ten out there, on either side of our exit path . . .with some of the nearer lights being mirrored decoys to give us close to accurate numbers while obscuring their formation. So we know how many, but not where, precisely.
They’ve got three times our numbers, Revik sent. Probably more that could reach us by air in a handful of minutes.
I know that, too, brother.
My point is, what if they won’t let us leave? Revik sent.
Then it’s war, Balidor replied simply. Galaith knows that.
But does Terry? Revik murmured in his own mind, quieter still.
That time, Balidor didn’t answer him directly.
After the barest breath, he directed Revik’s attention back to the main group, instead.
That one knows, he told Revik, equally soft. And he knows who I am . . .and that I can hear him. I suspect he also has a direct line to Galaith.
Following Balidor’s nudge, Revik’s eyes stopped briefly on a violet-eyed seer. The male lived somewhere in the five hundred year range, from what Revik could tell, with iron gray hair and a Nazi scar that nearly bisected his long face. Revik could feel the intensity of the seer’s light, and flavors of structure unusual to him.
Balidor was right. That seer was formidable.
Exceedingly high sight rank.
But Revik knew he couldn’t avoid looking at their leader for much longer.
After he finished measuring that older, gray-haired seer, tasting a harder snapshot of the fast-moving structures above his head with his own aleimi, Revik’s eyes swiveled back to the space directly in front of where he stood. The seer who stood there was significantly younger than the one with the violet eyes. He was also considerably more familiar.
Revik felt his breath get lost somewhere in his chest as he stared at his old friend.
He didn’t move . . .couldn’t move, or even blink. Even so, for a moment Revik felt his body and light fighting to control themselves, to keep from showing any sign of his reaction. On the outside, however, he just stood there.
Locked in the amber-eyed stare of Terian.
They had been friends, the last time Revik had seen him.
Perhaps even good friends.
As much of friends as one could be with anyone in the Org.
For a long moment, neither of them spoke. Revik looked over the handsome seer with the high cheekbones, auburn hair and those weirdly penetrating amber eyes. He looked over his state-of-the-art organic uniform, too, and the gun he held in his long-fingered hands.
Silence from Terian was more than Revik could really deal with, though.
Maybe it was the time that had passed, or the pure anomaly of this particular seer not speaking for more than a minute at a time, but Revik ended up being the one to break that silence. The fact that it was him that spoke and not Terian caused a number of seers on both sides of that line to jump perceptibly where they stood.
“I am told you agreed to this,” he said.
When Terian didn’t speak, Revik gestured vaguely with one hand, not sure what he meant by the motion, or if it came purely from nerves.
“Terry?” he said, hitting the words a little harder that time. “Is this true? Did you agree to act as go-between for Galaith on this thing?”
Again, the amber-eyed seer didn’t answer.
Revik found his nerves bleeding back over his light. He clamped down harder on his own aleimi once he noticed, glancing around at the faces of the other Org infiltrators, maybe to distract himself, or maybe to collect more information in that silence.
In any case, he found himself stopping on one face, in particular.
Once he had, disbelief stole over Revik’s light.
He stared at the strange seer, noting the line of light he could feel between him and Terian, even as he felt flavors of Terian coiling around the seer’s aleimi through that same connection. Tall, nearly Revik’s own height. Black hair. Pale gray eyes, but nothing like Balidor’s. Instead, they appeared closer in color and shape to Revik’s own, only with a more opaque tint, one that might even look blue in the right light.
Under the yissos, they shone almost white.
Angular face. Narrow mouth.
The similarities were too obvious to ignore.
This fucking seer looked like him. And Terian was sleeping with him.
Terian was screwing a look-alike of Revik himself.
Something in that knowledge brought a sick tilt to Revik’s mind and light, flooding him with whispers and tastes of memories he no longer wanted anywhere near him. He couldn’t stop it entirely, but he managed to shove the worst of it aside, long enough to tear his eyes off the male with those pale, nearly colorless eyes.
He found himself looking at Terian again.
Then, without knowing he meant to, he found himself speaking.
“A new pet, Terry?” he said.
He regretted the words, as soon as he’d said them.
Still, he heard the anger in his own voice.
Terian let the barrel of his rifle drop, right before he slung the gun over his shoulder. Revik didn’t know if Terian did that to mirror how Revik wore his own rifle, or just to make it crystal clear he didn’t see him, or any of the Adhipan seers behind him, as any kind of threat.
Even so, Revik found himself tensing again, feeling something shift in the light of the man standing in front of him. He’d already managed to set him off somehow. Or maybe Revik just ignited some other part of Terian’s crazy by pointing out his physical resemblance to Terian’s new lover. Remembering just how unpredictable Terian could be, especially when he was pissed off about something, didn’t exactly help Revik assess the situation calmly.
Neither did the fact that Revik couldn’t remember what he’d done or said to him last.
He didn’t imagine telling Terry that would help make his case, however.
“Something like that, yes,” Terian answered belatedly. A smile toyed at the edges of those sculpted lips, and Revik found himself getting more flashes of memory that didn’t exactly reassure him. “Do you approve, Revi’?”
Revik felt himself frown. Again, he knew he should drop it, but didn’t.
“Is it for my benefit?” he said.
“Not entirely, no.” Terian’s smile grew into more of a smirk, even as he glanced back at the tall male standing there, Revik’s look-alike. “He’s quite . . .accommodating.”
Revik fought a frown out of his expression at that, too.
Even so, he felt the thread of light Terian aimed at him when he said it. He felt Balidor block and then deflect it, too, but not before Revik got the barest taste.
Terian wasn’t going to let this go. No matter what he did or said.
Even as he thought it, Revik found a harder shell falling over his own light. Something in that felt familiar too, and at the moment, not entirely unwelcome.
“I’m happy for you,” he said, his voice colder. He gave the tall, gray-eyed seer an openly dismissive look, even knowing he might be inciting Terian more. “ . . .For both of you.”
Terian only grinned, however.
Great. Revik already managed to make this a game for him.
“Oh, no need to chime the bells yet, old friend,” Terian smiled. “There’s always room for more to play, yes? Back in the day, we could have violated him together. He would have liked that, I think . . .”
Revik felt that remark like a punch.
Nausea rose in him, again only marginally related to separation sickness. He caught a glimmer of the images Terian still fought to throw at him, even as it crossed his mind that the Adhipan seers––Balidor at least––could see all of it.
The silence stretched.
Revik didn’t drop his gaze, but he saw the delight dancing in Terian’s eyes as the silence deepened. His old friend could clearly see that his words had gotten to him.
Terian smiled wider.
He aimed that smile at the tall, gray-eyed seer he was currently fucking, then looked back at Revik himself, that smile still dancing in his eyes and at the edges of his mouth.
“He gets a bit possessive, though, Revi’,” Terian said, his voice more matter-of-fact. “You’d have to fuck him a lot, Revi’, to get him over that. Until you broke him, maybe, got him to say uncle. I think he’d like that, too, though, Revi’ . . .he likes a little pain with his sex. Not as much as you do, of course, but then . . .not many do.”
That time, Revik couldn’t hold eye-contact.
He averted his gaze, feeling his hands tighten into fists. His face warmed too, even as he fought not to look at the row of Adhipan seers standing behind him.
Terian chuckled, clicking at him in mock surprise. “Holy gaos. Did you just blush, Revi’? What the fuck have they done to you, my friend? Are you celibate these days, too? Or do you only fuck Council-approved whores? Assuming there are any who would even deign to touch you, given your unsavory past . . .”
Revik didn’t answer that either.
Still, his light coiled into and around the words.
Terian always had that sick insight of his, the ability to see past the surface, even more than most seers. Maybe because he was a sociopath, he was less likely to reinterpret what he saw to fit his own emotional needs for others’ approval, love, affection, and whatever else. Instead, Terry saw things as they were, at least in that more limited sense. He saw them that way because he needed to, to better manipulate those base reactions to his will.
Because of course Terry was right.
Revik knew he was right.
It was a knowledge that had sat with him the whole time he’d been in those caves, although up there, it had been easy to avoid that truth . . ..or to pretend it didn’t matter to him maybe. But he knew the truth. None of the seers of the Seven or Adhipan would ever want him. Not after what he’d done. Not after who and what he’d let himself become under the Rooks, what he’d done in training and interrogation sessions, what he’d done during the wars he’d fought for Galaith and others over those years. His disconnection from the Pyramid had been public. Now that he was officially in penance, that disconnection was also on public record . . .which meant any seer could access that information about him if they wanted.
Revik would be paying seer whores the rest of his life if he wanted one of his own kind.
Unless he found another seer as fucked up and dispossessed as he was . . .one he happened to want . . .and who wanted him.
His future life once he left those caves was crystal clear to him.
He’d be alone. Even more alone than he had been inside the Org.
Balidor’s light swam more deeply into his, causing Revik’s face to heat more.
You don’t know that, brother, Balidor murmured softly.
Warmth pooled in Revik’s chest, a denser sympathy.
 . . .You don’t know everything, brother. Not even about yourself.
Revik glanced behind him, in spite of himself, looking over the faces of the Adhipan seers standing there. He avoided Dalejem’s green eyes, not wanting to see the expression there, or to know if he’d heard everything that had just passed through his mind. He paused instead on Balidor’s face, knowing the older seer meant well, at least.
Revik knew he should nod to him, acknowledge his words somehow, but he couldn’t seem to make himself do that, either.
Terian took a step towards him.
Somehow, the movement snapped the connection Revik had felt there.
Revik flinched, swiveling his gaze and full attention back towards the Rook.
He felt his infiltrator’s mask return, even as his mouth hardened.
He couldn’t be having emotional moments right now, whatever the cause.
“You really do look . . .housebroken,” Terian said, that smile once more audible in his voice. “What happened to your light, my friend? Is it true that they stashed you away in Himalayan ice caves after they cleansed your mind? Forced you into penance to account for your sins? I wouldn’t have believed it, myself, but all I can feel on you now is the stink of kneeler’s mantras and incense . . .”
He paused, as if waiting to see if Revik would rise.
When he didn’t, Terian’s voice twisted with contempt.
“ . . .Clearly they feel they’ve brainwashed you sufficiently by now, though, yes?” he said, those sculpted lips frowning more. “They wouldn’t have let you venture out of your little cage at all if they didn’t, now would they, Revi’? So what did you promise them? Did you promise to behave? To be a good boy, and not to go anywhere or do anything without their permission? Is this group here to protect you, Revi’? Or to make sure I don’t corrupt you with the stink of common sense?”
Revik didn’t speak.
He found himself reorienting around the Rook this time, though, seeing him more clearly again. He got enough distance from that initial shock of being so near to his light that he could feel the reactions there.
Terry wasn’t as blasé about seeing him as he was trying to pretend, either.
Revik could feel sparks of that reaction, even if he couldn’t untangle them.
Not all of it was anger, though.
Whatever Revik felt there, it was too complex to simply be labeled anger. In any case, he could now feel strongly that it was better not to engage the Rook when he was like this.
Terian glanced briefly at his pet, the Revik lookalike.
Then he looked back at Revik himself and smiled, that harder look growing more prominent in his amber-colored eyes. Something about that expression caused Revik to tense. Then he felt another probing dart of light from the other seer, stronger than before.
Balidor again blocked it, shoving the other seer away from Revik’s light.
That time, Revik sent a flicker of gratitude to the seers standing behind him.
Terian frowned.
Staring up at Revik’s face, he began tapping his long fingers on the body of the organic rifle he wore. The cadence was rhythmic, but weirdly distracting, almost like one of those repetitive noises they would use in interrogation cells to cause stress reactions in their subjects.
Revik found himself looking at the rifle in spite of himself, though.
The thing truly was state-of-the-art. About six generations ahead of the relics that Revik himself and the Adhipan infiltrators wore.
Those amber eyes never left Revik’s face.
“Come now, Revi’ . . .tell me,” Terian cajoled, when the silence stretched. “Confess your sins to me this time, brother, since you never bothered to tell me anything before you left. Is it really true? Are you a believer again, Revi’ . . .like you were back when we found you in that shithole in Berlin? Are you truly ‘in penance,’ as the rumors tell me . . .or is this just another act to save your worthless skin?”
Clicking softly, Terian shook his auburn-haired head.
“ . . .Gaos. I confess . . .it bothers me, brother. It troubles me greatly to see you like this. I never thought I would have to witness the day that you became such a hypocrite again. You always had an enormous capacity for self-deception, of course, but this . . .”
Terian trailed in his words, still staring at Revik’s eyes. He rested both of his forearms on the barrel of his gun, focusing more intently on Revik’s face.
After a few more seconds of staring, the Rook’s lips curled into another smile.
“Gods,” he murmured. “But they haven’t taken all of you, Revi’, have they? Not yet. I can still see you there, brother, even under all of that kneeler crap. Tell me, did they really think they could take a poisonous snake and turn him into a fluffy bunny rabbit?”
His smile grew wider, even as another probe of his light darted out, nearly causing Revik to flinch at the intensity he felt behind it.
Balidor blocked it again, pushing it off Revik’s aleimi, but Revik found his nerves rising once more, enough that he had to fight taking a step back.
“How long do you suppose this transformation of yours will last this time, Revi’?” Terian said then. “ . . .How long before those appetites rear their ugly heads? Before the hunger to have them sated grows too much for you? Your new friends may think they know you, brother, but I do know you. I know you far better than they ever will . . .better than you perhaps know yourself . . .”
Again, Revik didn’t speak.
He fought to push away the images that rose in his light.
He felt Terian pushing even more of those images at him, trying to spark more memories, more of those feelings. When Balidor blocked them, Terian shifted his focus, aiming those same images at the Adhipan seers who stood behind him, meaning Mara, Yumi, Dalai, Vikram.
And Dalejem. He was aiming them at Dalejem, too.
Revik’s jaw clenched. He didn’t look back at the Adhipan seers that time.
He forced the infiltrator’s mask down tighter, staring at Terian alone.
Terian was smiling at him now.
Revik fought with words, some way to pull this back, when Terian abruptly straightened from his more languid pose.
When he spoke next, his voice had turned flat. Business-like.
“So what’s the parlay, Revi’?” he said. When Revik didn’t speak, Terian’s voice shifted to an open impatience. “What is it that your kneeler masters have to say to us, old friend? What would you like to plead for, on their behalf . . .?”
Revik felt his jaw harden more.
“Galaith agreed to this,” he reminded the Rook.
Terian laughed, holding up his hands to the rest of the Org operatives. Revik watched his fingers, frowning at the mocking peace sign Terian made in seer sign language.
“You are quite safe, Revi’ . . .quite safe. Do not worry, my brother.” Terian grinned, motioning around the clearing at his seventeen visible agents. “None of my people will shoot you, I promise. Tell me your new friends’ concerns and wishes . . .I won’t bite.”
Revik glanced behind him, feeling movement in the Barrier as much as in the physical. The Adhipan leader had shifted position, and now stood closer to Revik, only a few feet away on his left, nearly even with him in the clearing.
The message there was clear.
Revik looked back at Terian, then deliberately rested his hands on his hips.
He’d gotten the message, too.
“Fine,” he said, motioning that he understood, as much to Balidor as to Terian. He repeated the message for the parlay that Balidor and Vash had given him before they arrived. “You need to back off, Terry. Now.”
“Do I? Now?” Terian said, his voice openly amused.
Revik chose to ignore it.
Like Balidor, he wanted this over. Now.
“ . . .The prisoner we took,” Revik cut in. “It is legal for us to have her. By the old laws, at least. Anyway, it was a mistake you made, bringing her here. It violated your own laws.”
“Our own laws, Revi’?”
“Yes,” Revik said, biting back anger. “She’s pregnant. Don’t pretend you didn’t know . . .or that to take a pregnant female captive in a human-run work camp doesn’t go against about a dozen laws of our people, yours and mine. To imprison one who carries a child of our race is unpardonable, and you know it. She should never have been there.”
Terian laughed, forcing Revik to fall silent.
He stood there, watching Terian laugh, fighting not to react.
“She shouldn’t have been in Saigon, either, Revi’ . . .” Terian said then, his voice holding a colder, more meaningful edge. “ . . .and yes, I know who the cunt is, and I know why you’re so hellbent on protecting her, brother . . .it’s the same reason you protected her then. Which is a bit rich, Revi’, given that she’s about to give birth to another man’s pup . . .or do you plan to take the child, too? Bring her back to Asia with you, so the three of you can play house in the Pamir?”
“It’s not like that,” Revik growled, unable to stop himself.
“Ah, hit a nerve have I?” Terian said.
“Stop making this about me!” he snapped.
“About you?” Terian raised an eyebrow in a mock innocence. “Whatever do you mean, Revi’?”
“You know damned well what I mean!”
“Do I?” Terian’s gaze flattened into a cold veneer, holding enough fury that Revik flinched, in spite of himself. “What do I care that you’re still trying to fuck that cunt, Revi’? What do I care that she’s mated? Pregnant? That she blatantly infiltrated you, used your hard-on for her light to manipulate you into betraying all of your friends . . .and then somehow coerced you into coming out here to defend her yet again? Why should I care that you’re still sniffing around her ass like a drunk adolescent? How is that my problem, Revi’? Shouldn’t that be her mate’s concern . . .not mine?”
Revik clenched his jaw, his hands balling into fists at his sides.
Don’t rise, brother, Balidor murmured. It’s what he wants . . .
Terian’s smile crept back across his dark lips.
“You really are blushing again.” Shaking his head, the Rook clicked his tongue, his smile widening. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I couldn’t see it with my own eyes. Gaos. It’s almost giving me a hard on now, Revi’––”
“Damn it, Terry,” Revik snapped, again speaking before he could pull it back. “You’re breaking treaty . . .you know you are, and so does Galaith. What the fuck do you want? Do you really plan to gun us down over a pregnant seer?”
“What makes you think Galaith would stop me, if I did?” Terian said.
He paused deliberately, staring up at Revik’s eyes.
His voice grew colder when he added, “ . . .Or were you under the impression, Revi’, that I was the only one to hold a grudge over your leaving?”
Revik fought against the emotions he could see in Terian’s eyes, the conflicted loyalties he could feel his old friend trying to raise in Revik’s own light. The doubt. That implication that he’d betrayed them. That he’d betrayed Galaith. That he was at fault.
Tell him, Balidor prodded him then. The words Vash gave you. It is time, brother. We cannot prolong this much longer. He is growing increasingly unstable, your Rook friend . . .
Revik frowned at the “friend” comment, but didn’t answer.
He did give Balidor a brief glance, but turned away when he saw him nod.
Revik realized he was right.
About the instability, anyway.
“It’s part of the other treaty, Terry,” he said then, turning back to face Terian. “The one he made personally with Vash, after the war. Tell Galaith that.”
Terian just stared at him for a moment.
Revik found himself lost in that stare briefly, fighting not to care about what he saw, but drawn into the edges of it anyway. He saw reactions move and configure behind those amber eyes, saw tastes of emotion and personalities there and gone.
This was the body of Terian’s with which Revik was most familiar. It was the one Terry seemed the most fond of, too, landing most of his light body inside this vessel when it wasn’t needed elsewhere . . .cloning it again and again. Terian had been an experiment of Galaith’s, Revik knew. It was one thing he remembered, even if details around the specifics had faded from his mind. Terian split his light body out into multiple bodies in the living world.
Revik remembered them calling it “riding corpses” in some kind of twisted joke between the two of them.
Most of the Org soldiers here wouldn’t know that, though.
Revik wondered if Terian’s new boy-toy even knew . . .the lookalike.
Terian had other quirks with his bodies, in addition to favoring this one, Revik remembered. He dyed the hair on all of his male bodies to this same auburn color, unless there was an operational reason why he couldn’t. Revik couldn’t remember the reasons behind the preference, or even if he’d ever bothered to ask him while they’d been friends, but he remembered the detail with surprising clarity.
He tried to pull his feelings apart from everything he could see in that face.
The memories were fleeting, but Revik could feel tastes of emotion there, and not only in the seer standing before him.
The truth was, Balidor was right.
Terian had been his friend. Maybe Revik even still felt that way about him in a strange sense. Truly, though, their relationship had always been more big brother and little brother, with Revik playing the role of mentor and protector, due to some unspoken agreement between them.
Even so, when Revik was in the Org, Terry might have been the only thing standing between him and total disconnection with other beings.
Revik had been lonely in the Org, he remembered that much . . .intensely lonely, at times. He’d been lonely even when he had lovers that lasted more than a day or two . . .even when he tried to connect with others. Too often, friendships in the Org got mired in political complications, in power differentials, in agendas. The ones that didn’t often fell flat, or turned competitive in some way, mired in superficial, petty bullshit of one kind of another.
Terian at least gave a damn.
As batshit crazy as the seer was, Terry had given him warmth . . .affection, even.
Revik swallowed a little at the thought, refocusing on those amber eyes.
He didn’t want to give a damn. Hell, he couldn’t afford to give a damn.
Not now.
Even as he thought it, Terian broke the silence that had fallen over the clearing.
“And what ‘other treaty’ would that be, Revi’?” he said, lifting one eyebrow.
Leaning forward, he again rested his arms on the modified gun. Revik couldn’t help looking at it, even as a thought slid past his mind that he would miss some of the Org toys, too. Galaith, unlike the Adhipan and the Seven, worked with an almost unlimited budget, in no small part due to his strong ties in the human business world.
Terian’s voice sharpened.
“Revi’? What bullshit is this, old friend?”
Revik sighed a little, at least internally.
“I don’t know the specifics,” he said. “I’m just an emissary, too, brother.”
As soon as he said it, he felt his mistake.
Hostility swam through the light of the Org seers in front of him, and not only from Terian. Revik felt it most strongly from the gray-eyed seer who looked like him, as if the man wanted to hit him across the face for his words. It took Revik a second later to realize that the word that so infuriated them was “brother.”
They hated that he’d called Terian his brother.
“Ask Galaith,” Revik said, if only to end that silence. Feeling the hostility sharpen, Revik felt his muscles bunching up. He shifted his weight, even as his light and body began unconsciously gearing up for a fight. “ . . .Just fucking ask him, Terry,” he snapped, hearing the adrenaline in his voice. “Why are you prolonging this?”
“An emissary . . .is that what you are, Revi’?”
Revik’s jaw tightened. “Terry.”
“ . . .How incredibly formal and official it all sounds . . .‘emissary.’” Terian’s lip curled, but Revik felt the coil of anger there. “Do you really think––”
“Terry,” he cut in, his voice warning. “Ask him, or end this conversation. We’ll find another way to talk to your boss, if you’re not capable of passing on a simple fucking message.”
Terian’s eyes changed again.
The fury in his light turned cold as ice, stripped of pretense.
Revik felt others in the clearing react to it, too, especially on the Org side. Being hooked into the construct, they probably felt the real emotion there, without the shields held between Revik and the Rook leader. Revik caught movement as the Org seers looked at one another nervously, shifting their feet, rearranging hands on weapons and holsters.
Then Revik saw Terian give his new boyfriend a look, too, as if warning him about something, or communicating something maybe. It occurred to Revik only then that they were probably all talking outside of his hearing, too. His eyes followed Terian’s to the gray-eyed seer with the black hair. The other male looked nervous, but angry, too.
Revik wondered if he had any idea how dangerous his new playmate was.
Even as he thought it, Terian looked back at him.
“I have relayed your message,” he said, surprising Revik, not only with the words but with his matter-of-fact tone. All traces of that previous fury appeared to have vanished, for the moment, at least. “It probably doesn’t surprise you that he requires proof?”
Terian lifted an eyebrow, staring at him levelly.
Revik nodded, albeit reluctantly.
He expected this, but it was the part he dreaded, too.
It was also the part Balidor and Vash warned him about.
“Yes,” he said only. “He can get it off my light. Only him, though,” he warned, giving Terian a harder look.
Revik saw a bare smile touch Terian’s lips.
Then, the shield around him began to reconfigure.
Revik felt Balidor there, Vash, even Dalejem briefly, then––
Fuck. Holy fuck. He couldn’t do this.
He really couldn’t do this . . .
But it was already too late.

Galaith’s light descended over Revik’s without preamble, without warning.
It felt like mercury being poured over his skin.
It clung there, melding into parts of Revik that hurt from the contact . . .maybe more from the absence of it, although he couldn’t determine that, either. Sickness washed over him, pulling at his separation pain, even as he felt grief from the other being’s light, a wanting of him . . .
Revik realized how long it had been since anyone wanted his light like that.
The sickness worsened.
He fought not to cry out, knowing they could probably all see it in his face, in his light, even as he felt Balidor and the others let this happen. They opened him up deliberately when he tried to get away, allowing Galaith to see the information they’d given him, what they’d imprinted on his light before they reached the clearing.
It was Kali, giving birth.
Markers in her light . . .markers in her child’s light.
He could see Vash and Galaith standing in a Barrier field of some kind. Galaith wore an avatar, like he always did, but Vash looked the same as he did in real life, in his physical body, his long face smiling sadly as he nodded to Galaith’s words.
They shook on that thing, whatever it was.
I was not the one to take her, Galaith told Revik softly before he left. Know that, brother Dehgoies. And know that you are missed greatly, and loved here . . .
Revik fought back another cry, even as he fought to extract himself . . .
That time, they let him.
The shield wove back around his light, blocking out those silver strands.
Revik felt worry there, apology, fear for him . . .
He felt Vash, Balidor, Dalejem, too . . .but he couldn’t let them in, either.
Revik slammed a shield down on his light that he didn’t know until then that he could have done, wouldn’t have known, even if he’d been asked. He forced all of them out, including Balidor, who stood right next to him now, practically touching him. Revik just stood there once he’d done it, breathing out, forcing emotion out of his light, pain, all of it. He closed his heart. He didn’t want to feel anything, ever again.
When Revik’s eyes finally cleared, he found himself looking at Terian.
He couldn’t tell by looking at him how much of that the Rook had seen.
Right about then, Revik didn’t really care.
He wanted out of there. Now.
Before he could voice that desire aloud, Terian spoke to him, his voice cold.
“Did you show daddy your favorite bitch, Revi’?” he said.
“Why don’t you ask him yourself, Terry?” Revik shot back.
He’d meant it sarcastically, but he saw Terian’s eyes shift almost at once. A second later, he realized the Rook was doing exactly as he’d suggested. Revik just stood there, glancing at the rest of the Org agents warily as they stared back at him, their hands and fingers rearranging themselves around different parts of the weapons they held.
Eventually, Terian clicked out.
Once he had, the anger flared back into those amber-colored irises.
“So, you got what you wanted,” Terian said. “How nice for you, Revi’ . . .Galaith says we are to let you go your way, to discontinue our little search.”
His words had a strange distance to them that caused Revik to stare at him warily.
“ . . .Galaith didn’t say, however, that we couldn’t extract a toll before you go, Revi’,” Terian said next, taking a few steps closer to him. Revik felt his body tense, but he was caught off guard, still off-balance from having Galaith so intimately in his light.
He didn’t see the knife.
He only felt it, when the sharp end of the blade was suddenly pressed to his throat.
Balidor’s light flared in alarm next to him, but Revik froze, staring down at Terian’s face, feeling his breath clenching in his chest.
He knew he was too late.
He knew how good Terian was with that knife. He should know. He’d watched him with it often enough. He also knew how fast he was. Cutting instruments of various kinds had always been Terry’s weapons of choice. He liked blood. The more, the better.
He even liked it during sex.
Forcing that image out of his mind, Revik kept his whole focus on the other seer, still struggling to keep from doing something stupid, something that would probably just get him killed. He could feel the blade pushing in his breath. He knew he could cut himself, just by swallowing, or by moving even a millimeter in the wrong direction.
Even so, the main emotion that slid into Revik’s mind was anger.
Terian seemed to see it. Or feel it, maybe.
Moreover, the anger there seemed to please him.
Terian smiled, angling the knife even closer. “Maybe I want to extract a toll from you, Revi’,” he said, his voice softer. “ . . .before you go.”
Revik glanced quickly around the clearing, reminding himself of the locations of all of the Org infiltrators, in case this did turn into a fight.
He felt Balidor beside him once more, his light charged.
Furious. Brother Balidor was pissed as hell.
Don’t give him a reason to kill you, Balidor whispered in Revik’s mind.
Under different circumstances, Revik might have laughed.
Balidor’s light remained calm on the surface, a reminder for Revik to stay the same. Even so, Revik still felt the fury that surged beneath that gentle pull.
 . . .Give us a minute, Balidor added, his light still reassuring. Vash is talking to Galaith.
Revik fought back his own anger, forcing stillness into his aleimi.
He understood what Balidor was asking him. He wanted Revik to buy time.
Feeling his jaw clench, Revik returned his focus to Terian.
“Don’t do this, Terry,” he said.
He didn’t want to move his throat, so his voice came out soft.
“ . . .You kill me, and the Org and the Seven break treaty,” he said, still in that near-murmur. “The Seven might be peaceful at base, but they won’t stand for that, and you know it.” Remembering Kali’s people, the ones her mate had brought with him, Revik added, “ . . .You know what’s behind me in those hills. They’ll hunt you down like a rabid dog, just to make the point. And just like that, you and me are dead, and the cold war . . .this relative truce . . .it turns hot overnight. And then our people don’t have a chance in hell, Terry. None of us do. We won’t have to wait for the humans to kill us . . .we’ll do it to ourselves.”
Terian gave him a knowing smile. “Still the politician, aren’t you, Revi’?”
“You know I’m right.”
Revik didn’t add that he knew Terian cared more about the fate of the seer race than he usually let on. All of those in the Org did.
It was part of their ideology, twisted though it was.
“Do I?” Terian said coldly. “So why am I so confused by all of this, old friend?” He pressed the blade tighter to Revik’s throat and Revik flinched.
“What are you confused about, Terry?” he said, his voice still low.
“You, Revi’,” Terian said. “I’m confused about you, old friend. Why are you doing this? Why would you work for them? What’s in it for you, Revi’? Really?”
Revik felt his jaw clench.
“She’s an intermediary, Terry,” he said. “ . . .Don’t tell me you didn’t know.”
Terian let out an angry laugh, pressing harder on the knife.
“You can’t kill her,” Revik said, raising his voice, even as he felt Balidor send a cautioning pulse his way. “You sure as fuck can’t kill her child. You know what it might mean . . .”
When Terian jabbed the blade deeper against his throat, actually cutting him that time, Revik let out a gasp. Anger swam through his light, along with pain, more than one kind that time.
“ . . .Gods damn it, Terry!” he snapped. “Grow up! This isn’t about me . . .or us. And it isn’t about her and me. There is no her and me, she’s married . . .remember? Like you said, she’s having another seer’s child. She and I . . .I’ve never touched her, Terry . . .”
When Terian let out another angry laugh, Revik felt his own anger worsen.
“ . . .And if you think she’s the only reason I left, then you don’t know me at all, Terry!” he said. “You say you know me so well? Well, I didn’t want to be there anymore, Terry. I hadn’t been happy for years . . .which you would have known, if you knew me half as well as you like to pretend. Just let it go, for fuck’s sake! It’s over!”
But Terian only shook his head.
“No, brother,” he said. “No, no, no . . .it’s not over. It will never be over, because I can’t just let you live a lie. I can’t. You wouldn’t let me, if our positions were reversed . . .”
“Live a lie?” Revik growled.
He snorted, letting Terian hear his contempt.
He remembered all of those months in the caves, the memories they forced him to relive, all of those scenes, over and over again . . .how much he fucking hated himself, for all of it.
The more those images flashed behind his eyes, the more he didn’t care if the other male did cut his throat. Fuck it. Good riddance.
No! a voice snapped in his mind. No, goddamn it . . .don’t!
Realizing it was Dalejem, Revik felt his fury worsen.
He didn’t care what Dalejem or any of them heard about him any more. He didn’t care what they saw about his past under the Rooks or at any other time.
They knew what he was. Who was he kidding?
“ . . .Jesus, Terry,” he snapped, aiming his fury at the Rook. “What the fuck do you think I did under Galaith for all those years? You’re so convinced that was the real me, and this is some illusion . . .that I’ve been brainwashed or tricked or somehow I got lost between Vietnam and India. You really think I’ve been snowed by the Seven? By the Adhipan? By fucking Kali, who only ever tried to help me . . .who’s never been anything but a friend to me . . .?”
He tensed, jaw tightening, when Terian pressed the blade harder against his skin, but he didn’t let that shut him up, either.
“She’s having a child right now, Terry,” he said. “Right now, as we speak . . .a child all of us should be trying to protect, not sell into slavery. Or use in some kind of juvenile pissing match with me . . .”
He trailed when he saw the delight rising back to Terian’s eyes.
Why the fuck was he bothering with this, either?
Terian couldn’t even hear him.
Did he really need to confess his sins to the Adhipan, either?
Fuck them, too.
Fuck all of them.
Clicking under his breath, Revik stared down at Terian, feeling pity for him for the first time. Revik himself might be a fucking mess, but at least he was starting to see the truth about who and what he really was. Unlike Terry, he was no longer deluded into thinking he was the hero of this particular movie. He no longer believed he’d be proven right by history, by time, by faceless masses of seers and humans, or by some higher power.
He was just another cog in the machine.
Just another stupid asshole who got deluded into fighting for the wrong side.
“ . . .Did it ever occur to you that maybe it was the reverse, Terry?” Revik said. “That maybe you’re the one living the lie, and that I’m the one who finally woke up?”
“No,” Terian said, pressing into him again with the knife. “No, it didn’t, Revi’.”
Revik held up his hands, more in instinct than conscious thought. He slid his throat and head back in the same motion, moving as much of both out of the way as he could without taking more than a half-step back.
Terian made up that half-step with a full one.
Revik felt warmth pooling at the neck of his armored shirt. His throat was bleeding steadily now. Maybe he really was going to die out here.
He didn’t even know if he cared anymore.
“Put the fucking knife down, Terry,” he said, his voice cold.
“I want my toll, first.”
“Your toll?” Revik glared at him, barely masking the contempt in his voice. He was done with this. He was tempted to tell the other seer to shit or get off the pot, but he knew Terian would likely slit his throat as soon as he said it.
“ . . .What toll, Terry?” he said instead.
Terian smiled, sidling closer to where Revik stood.
“I want you to let Quay here suck your cock before you go,” he said, his eyes glinting with that mad light Revik remembered. “I want to watch you come, brother.”
Again, he managed to catch Revik off-guard.
Revik felt the words like a punch again, too . . .that time, maybe to the solar plexis.
He barely had time to think, though, before Terian was forcing him back, towards the side of the clearing, angling his body to keep Balidor behind Revik. Revik matched his steps, again moving more in instinct than thought, gasping a little as the warmth seemed to increase at his throat. He hadn’t hit the artery yet, but Revik knew that was intentional, too.
Terian knew where all of the arteries lived. He studied anatomy almost obsessively when Revik knew him. Genetics, too.
Revik pushed those flickers of memories out of his light, as well.
Even as he did, Terian spoke again.
“I think hanging around the Seven hasn’t done much for your sex life, Revi’,” he said, still matching micro-movements with Revik, keeping the knife pressed firmly against his throat. “ . . .Really, I think I should probably make you give head to everyone out here, my friend . . .including your kneeler brothers and sisters . . .since I’d hate for you to get too out of practice. That being said, I’ll be satisfied just to watch you come in brother Quay’s mouth. Or you can blow me right here. Your choice.”
Revik felt his light react again, and Terian pressed the knife deeper, making him gasp.
More blood ran down his neck, pooling at the base of his throat.
“ . . .Just once, brother,” Terian coaxed. “What could be the harm?”
“You’ve lost your fucking mind,” Revik snapped. “Jesus, Terry. What the hell is the matter with you?”
“What is the matter with me?” Terian said.
Then something in the other male’s light shifted, slamming Revik with enough emotion that it overpowered the shield the Adhipan held over his light. Terian’s aleimi swam into his, blinding him with pain, not all of it his.
Terian’s voice grew hoarse.
“I miss my friend, Revi’,” he said. “I miss my friend. My friend who left without a word, who fucking betrayed me without ever giving me a chance to make things right between us. Is that really so hard to understand? Is it? All I’m asking is for a little token of his esteem before he leaves me again. Is it really so much to ask, Revi’?”
Revik felt his pain worsen.
He fought to extract himself from the other male’s light, from the pain that lived there. In desperation, he looked for Balidor, trying to find his light, but Terian jerked the knife forward once more, cutting him again, deeper that time . . .deep enough to increase the blood flow . . .a lot maybe, enough to scare Revik for real. He let out a panicked sound, jerking his head reflexively back from the knife, but again, Terian’s fingers and feet followed him, until the front of Terian’s body pressed up against his.
“Don’t look at him!” Terian said angrily, staring up at Revik’s face. “Don’t look at your new master for guidance, Revi’. Look at me . . .only at me.”
Revik turned his head, gazing deliberately down at the other male.
Once he had, Terian smiled.
“That’s better,” Terry said, exhaling with a kind of satisfaction. “We can be reasonable about this, after all. Come now, Revi’ . . .just do as I ask. I’m sure none of these fine new friends of yours would mind. Hell, maybe they’d appreciate seeing your talents showcased. Maybe they’ll want a turn on you themselves when you’re done . . .”
Terian motioned to the Adhipan seers standing behind him with his free hand, without taking his eyes off Revik’s face.
“ . . .Are you really willing to risk bloodshed over such a small thing? Would you deny me even that, brother, after all of these years?”
There was a silence while Revik fought to think past the other’s light.
The Adhipan seemed to have the shield under control once more, but Revik could still feel Terian’s aleimi. With him so close, pressed against his body and in his light, he couldn’t keep him out, not entirely. Nor could the Adhipan.
For a long moment, Revik fought with what to do.
He wondered at Balidor’s silence, then wondered if Terian was keeping him out, if he’d found some way to cut off his link to the Adhipan leader by now, too.
Before Revik found words, he felt Terian’s hand on his belt.
Revik felt the other seer unhook the clasp, without decreasing the pressure of the knife. He could only stand there, his whole body reacting, yet also going into a form of paralysis.
This wasn’t fucking happening.
The Adhipan weren’t going to just stand there and let him . . .
Then Terian had his hand on Revik’s cock, and Revik closed his eyes, enough pain rising in his light that it briefly blanked his mind. Disgust warred with that pain, revulsion even, a desire to wrap his hands around the throat of the other seer, but somehow, he still hadn’t moved. Fear wound somewhere into all of that, the sudden certainty that even allowing this wouldn’t keep him from getting his throat cut as he came.
The thought forced words to his lips, even as he remembered Dalejem was watching this.
All of them were.
They were just standing there, watching him do this. They were going to let it happen.
“Terry, jesus. Stop––”
“Come on, Revi’. One blow job. What could it hurt?”
“You really are fucking crazy. You’ve finally cracked––”
“I want you on your knees, brother Revik. Now. Right now, in fact.”
“Fuck you!”
“Revi’. Just do it. I can feel how hungry you are . . .”
“Gods . . .” Anger warred with the pain again, confusing him. He fought to think, to decide how he could get out of this, but his mind was nearly blank. He tried to slide back a step, but Terian gripped him tighter, pressing the knife deeper again, forcing another gasp from him. The two types of pain mixed, confusing him more, even as the separation pain began to win, to pull at him, wanting him to let this happen.
Gods. He was desperate enough to nearly want this.
He closed his eyes as Terian continued to massage him. One of his hands gripped Terian’s arm now, but he couldn’t remember doing that, either.
“Stop it,” he gasped. “Please, Terry. Please . . .don’t do this.”
He let out a low groan when the other male’s hand tightened on him.
Terian clicked at him, giving one of his batshit crazy laughs.
“Stop?” he said, mimicking Revik’s pleading. “Who are you kidding, Revi’? You’re so hungry right now, your light is practically fucking mine already. I’ll have you begging me here in a minute . . .in fact, I could probably get you to do it now . . .”
“No. I don’t want this. Terry . . .”
He heard the lie in his own voice, and the truth in it, too.
He knew what Terry would hear.
“Come on, Revi’,” Terian said, his voice cajoling again. “Come on, brother. Let go. Just let it happen . . .”
“No, goddamn it . . .”
Revik’s voice cut out, though, when Terian used more of his light, pulling on him, and not only with the light in his hands. Revik let out another gasp, and then he nearly was begging him. Pain blinded him, taking over so much of his light he didn’t care about anything anymore. He closed his eyes, trying to shove it away, but he couldn’t do that, either.
They were going to let Terian fuck him.
They were going to let it happen, right in front of all of them.
Memories slid out of the dark recesses of Revik’s mind, a familiarity to this. It came with a self-loathing so intense that it nearly blacked out his mind altogether.
“Come on, Revi’,” Terian coaxed. “Come on. Come for me, brother. You know you want to. Just once, let me watch you. Then I’ll leave you alone. Promise . . .”
“Crazy bastard.” Revik knew his words were meaningless, empty. He gripped Terian’s arm harder, groaning. “Jesus . . .Terry. Fuck you . . .”
Terian laughed. “I’m trying to, brother. I’m trying. You need to imagine your precious cunt, while I jerk you off? Go ahead, Revi’. I don’t mind. Pretend it’s her stroking you . . .”
Revik let his mind go there, for the briefest instant.
He saw Kali there, saw those dark green eyes.
His pain grew so intense he nearly cried out.
“Ah, you like that,” Terian said, his voice a murmur again. “You like that a lot, don’t you, Revi’? Tell me again how you’re just friends, you and she. Tell me how grateful you are, about all the help she’s given you since you ran away from me and everyone else who gave a damn about you. Then tell me how you aren’t out here, hoping she might give you a pity fuck, while she’s separated from her mate . . .”
Revik fought with the other’s words, trying to force them out of his mind.
He couldn’t do that, either.
His words came out hollow. Unconvincing, even to him.
“You’ve lost your mind, Terry,” he said. “You really have––”
But another voice cut him off.
“Brother Terian. Let him go.”
When Revik looked up, still more than half-blind with pain, he saw a gun pressed against Terian’s neck. It wasn’t Balidor who held it, though.
It was the violet-eyed seer. The older one, with the iron gray hair.
“ . . .Let go of him,” the seer said, louder that time. “Now, brother.”
Hearing those words, Revik realized it was over.
Terian had stopped what he was doing. He still held onto Revik, almost possessively with the hand not holding the knife . . .but he had stopped. This seer’s words had stopped him, which meant, he was likely speaking for Galaith.
This thing, whatever it was, was over.
It was finally over.
Galaith was going to let him go.
Even as he thought it, the pain in Revik’s light twisted.
Coiling around him, it lost its purchase on Terian himself . . .right before it turned inwards, until it felt like something closer to fury, maybe even hatred. Revik didn’t even know who he felt that hatred towards until he realized he could feel Balidor’s light once more, standing quietly next to his. Revik felt the rest of the Adhipan seers there again as well, and the thought again slid through his light that they’d just stood there, letting that happen.
They’d just let it happen. They hadn’t spoken a single word to try and stop it.
Logic tried to insert himself, to tell him they had little choice, that he didn’t know what they’d been doing behind the scenes . . .but he didn’t really care about logic, either.
Whatever they’d said to him before, whatever Balidor might pretend about Revik being under his protection, he was on his own.
He was really on his own out here.
Feeling Balidor’s light react to his thoughts, Revik slammed the shield back over his own aleimi. Then he just stood there, closing his heart and light deliberately until he couldn’t feel any of them anymore. He didn’t even want to share his anger with them, much less any of the rest of it. He felt some of them react, Dalejem and Balidor especially, but he didn’t care about that, either. He didn’t fucking care anymore.
He was done.
He was really fucking done with this shit.



CHAPTER 10
OFFERING

NO ONE SAID much on the walk back.
Well . . .not that Revik could hear.
Then again, he didn’t try very hard to listen.
All six of the other seers gave him a wide berth after they dragged him out from under Terian’s knife. Balidor approached him not long after they’d left the Org’s mobile construct, but Revik slammed out hard enough with his light that the other seer promptly backed down.
After that, all of them left him alone.
Not long after they left the Rooks’ clearing, Revik heard a shot echo through the trees from that clearing, too.
He didn’t bother to try and figure out if that meant what he thought it meant. He knew it wouldn’t matter, even if he was right. Terian couldn’t be killed like that, not really killed, not anymore. It might shock Terian’s men, including his new fuck-buddy, Revik’s lookalike . . .as it would likely be calculated to do . . .but that was about it.
Brushing Terry from his mind, too, Revik fought to erase his thoughts altogether.
They walked the several miles back to the lower staging area, then Balidor informed the larger team headed by Garensche that they would be joining the rest of the Adhipan seers at a higher-level camp, one that stood a mile or so from where Kali herself was now being held. Apparently she had been moved at the same time Balidor left to find Revik, and now was staying with her husband and that mysterious group of infiltrators that had come to protect her and her child from Terian and whatever else.
From what Balidor said, the Adhipan would be maintaining that second camp more as a look-out post––or maybe a back-up military force, in the event something happened and Galaith decided not to honor their agreement.
They would not be joining the larger camp in those higher hills.
Revik barely listened as Balidor explained all of this.
He didn’t look at any of them, either, or let any of them touch him, not even to dress the wound on his neck, although Yumi, and then Ontari, who didn’t seem to know what was going on, at least not yet, both offered.
Revik managed it himself.
Well, more or less.
He stopped the bleeding on the way back to Garensche and the others. Then, once they’d reached that same staging area, he opened up his pack long enough to find the shirt he’d been sleeping in for the past few days, and tied that around his neck to keep the wound closed. He knew he’d need help to stitch it up once they reached the upper base, but once they got there, he could at least ask one of Balidor’s other seers to do it, meaning one he didn’t know and didn’t give a fuck about . . .or at least one who wouldn’t ask him any questions.
He walked with the rest of them through the trees after that, silent.
By then, the others were talking to one another, although in low voices. Most of that talking had to do with Vikram, Yumi, Dalai, Mara and Balidor telling the others what had taken place while Revik had been “negotiating” with Terian.
Revik heard flickers of his own name in that, but he ignored that, too.
Dalejem also remained notably silent, Revik couldn’t help noticing.
He also was one of the few who didn’t try to get anywhere near Revik or his light.
Neither thing particularly surprised Revik himself.
He just wanted to get the fuck out of here now. He wanted to go back to the Pamir, back into those caves, and not talk to anyone else for another five or so years . . .if not longer.
Hell, maybe he’d take a vow of silence and celibacy himself.
Maybe he’d end up a fucking monk, yet.

His anger didn’t really crash until about two hours later.
By then, he sat in front of a real fire, by himself, of course.
He’d had one of the medical techs stitch up his neck, which she informed him wasn’t bad, in terms of the cut itself. She’d been more worried about the possibility of infection, and chewed him out for wrapping the shirt around it without putting on any kind of disinfectant first, given they were out in the middle of the damned jungle. She’d washed it, put alcohol on it then a salve before stitching it up and covering it with an organic bandage, which should have its own antibiotics in the gel that surrounded the cut, too.
Revik found himself touching the bandage periodically, anyway.
Tents were still being put up, but he probably could have found one by then.
Truthfully, he was considering sleeping out here, even with the bugs and whatever else, if only because he didn’t want to be that close to the light of any of them, and he knew he would have to share a tent with at least two other seers.
The groups had remained more or less in their previous units, which didn’t help.
It meant that this fire provided the focal point for the same seers Revik had been traveling with for days now, along with a few others who came over to visit with friends. Dalai had a boyfriend, he found out, a muscular, Chinese-looking seer by the name of Nurek. Revik recognized a few other faces from before they’d split into separate units, but he didn’t have names to go with at least two of them.
In any case, they gave him a wide berth, too.
He hadn’t seen Dalejem since they’d gotten back to camp.
So he just sat there by the flames, trying to pull his shit together before he tried to figure out where and when he could handle sleeping . . .assuming he could at all.
Truthfully, he wished he could just get drunk. He considered asking someone if that were possible, but didn’t . . .pretty much for the same reasons he didn’t ask anyone if they’d give him his own, private tent for the night.
He could still feel flickers of light from the others, darting around him in bare waves. He felt concern in some of those touches, even worry, but he didn’t want to deal with that, either.
He could feel them talking about him, too, although he didn’t hear any of the specifics.
In any case, no one tried to sit by him. They sat around the opposite ring of the fire from him instead, leaving a space of something like fifteen feet on either side of where he sat.
As per usual with the Adhipan leader, Revik didn’t even see him until it was too late to avoid him. He didn’t see his body, much less feel his light, until the older seer was sitting right beside him, on the same log.
Revik started to stand up, moving without thought.
But that time, Balidor didn’t let him leave.
His hand clamped down on Revik’s arm, hard, holding him in place.
“You need to listen to me, brother,” he said.
His voice was low, almost a murmur, but it held an open warning.
More than that, he put light in his words, compelling Revik to obey them.
Reluctantly, Revik let his weight rest back on the log.
He didn’t look over at the other male, though. He kept his gaze trained on the fire, even as he fought not to react to the hand on his arm. He knew the other seer was speaking aloud so they wouldn’t be overheard, but he found it difficult to muster much gratitude for that, either.
Why the hell wouldn’t they leave him alone?
“Revik,” Balidor said. His voice grew denser, still carrying that thread of aleimi and command. “You are losing control over your light.”
Revik shook his head, feeling his mouth harden. “I’ll be fine.”
“You will not be fine,” Balidor cut in. “You are not fine now.”
Revik fought with words, then ended up biting his tongue, saying nothing.
Balidor wouldn’t let it go, however.
“You must do something about it,” he said, his voice matter-of fact. “Tonight.” It wasn’t a question, or even a request. “ . . .I cannot have a trained infiltrator out here in this state, brother. I cannot. You must understand my position in this.”
Revik let out a humorless laugh, but Balidor cut him off.
“I mean it, Dehgoies!” he said, his words still quiet, but sharper. “Why have you not asked anyone to help you with this? I expected you to. On the first day we left those caves, I expected this. Why have you not done it?”
Revik fought not to turn his head. He could feel the other seer pulling on him for that, trying to force him to make eye-contact, but he wouldn’t do it.
“What would be the fucking point?” he said finally.
There was a silence.
Then Balidor let out a clicking sigh, without loosening his hold on Revik’s arm. “Brother, are you wondering why none of them has asked you?”
Revik shook his head. “No.”
“Of course you are. Why would you not wonder?” Balidor said, his voice exasperated that time. “You must have felt their interest.”
“What?” Revik couldn’t help it. Letting out another short laugh, he turned his head. “Are you trying to screw with my head, brother Balidor? Or do you simply think me an idiot?”
Staring back at him, Balidor exuded disbelief.
Then he frowned, clicking at him in open irritation, even as he shook his head. The irritation didn’t seem aimed at Revik that time, though. Not precisely anyway.
“Brother, you are not thinking clearly right now,” Balidor said then. “You are not. In fact, you are far deeper in this than I realized. Honestly, I would never have let you go near that Org bastard, had I known the state you were in . . .”
Revik flinched at the mention of Terian, but Balidor only hardened his voice.
“I ordered them to leave you alone. I ordered them, Dehgoies. You must understand this! I could not have them taking advantage of you in this state . . .so I told them not to approach you unless you asked one of them for it directly. But you never asked. Not once. Not even when it was practically offered to you . . .”
Revik felt his jaw harden more.
He found himself remembering his interaction with Dalejem that first day, out in the field with the guns, and the pain in his chest worsened.
“Why?” Balidor said, exasperated. “Why did you not ask, brother?”
Revik looked back at the fire.
For a moment he actually tried to think about the seer’s question.
But he couldn’t clear his mind enough to be able to do that for long, either, certainly not long enough to come up with any kind of real answer. Anger coursed through his light again, but it was more than that. Or maybe it wasn’t anger at all. He felt his aleimi sparking around him in waves, and realized they were being overheard. It felt like every fucking seer in this part of the construct was listening to them now, and the scrutiny sent Revik’s light into another sparking flare, causing Balidor’s hand to tighten on his arm.
“Revik. Do you need help to deal with this?” he said, lower.
“Are you offering, brother?” Revik asked humorlessly.
Balidor flinched. “That is not the kind of help that I––”
“Then no,” Revik said, giving him a harder stare.
Returning that look, Balidor frowned.
“You know I cannot . . .” he began.
When Revik let out another harsh laugh, clicking as he shook his head, the seer sent out a wave of denser light, gripped his arm harder.
“Dehgoies, you are not thinking clearly . . .or you would not question this!”
Revik only shook his head again.
His vision blurred and he realized tears had come to his eyes.
Embarrassment touched him again, but he was almost beyond the point of caring about that, either. What the fuck did it matter out here? He didn’t know these seers. He never would know them. Even so, he didn’t reach up to wipe the tears away. Pride, maybe. Or maybe he just couldn’t make himself move enough to do it. Maybe he didn’t trust himself not to punch the Adhipan seer in the face once he’d moved even that much.
Even so, he knew the other seer was right. He couldn’t control his light at all, couldn’t even force himself to try . . .maybe not even to want to by then. But he couldn’t bring himself to act either, at least not in any kind of way that made sense.
Next to him, Balidor clicked softly, although if it was in regret, sympathy, disbelief or irritation, Revik didn’t let himself think about for very long, either.
“You know I cannot,” Balidor said again, his voice more gentle that time. “Even if that was a serious question . . .and I strongly suspect it was not . . .we do not permit sex between subordinates and their commanding officers in the Adhipan. Which is what I am to you right now, brother, whether you want to acknowledge that fact or not.”
Revik nodded, wiping his face in spite of himself.
When he didn’t speak, Balidor shook his arm slightly.
“Is there no one you would ask?” he said, his voice frustrated. “I am serious, Dehgoies. You have to deal with this. Tonight.”
“Is that an order?” Revik asked, not hiding the bitterness in his words.
“Yes,” Balidor said, his voice holding a thread of his own anger. “It is an order, by the gods. And if you won’t adhere to it, then I’ll have some of my people take you twenty miles down the mountains to a human brothel. You can deal with it there, if you’re too much of a coward to ask anyone here . . .but you will deal with it, Dehgoies.”
Revik felt his jaw harden more, but Balidor wasn’t finished.
“I am perfectly serious about the threat,” he added, sharper. “You know the stakes out here. I cannot have you losing control . . .not with Kali less than a mile away, and her husband with her. You are on the verge of losing control now, and I don’t think any amount of masturbation is going to fix it at this point, either, brother . . .” he added, his words brutally precise. “You need another’s light. I would prefer if you asked a seer for that reason, versus the human brothel option . . .and not only for the logistical nightmare of losing three of my best assets for two days while they risk their lives, interacting with human locals simply to get one of their brothers laid.”
Revik felt those words hit at him, too, but didn’t answer.
As if feeling some flicker of his thoughts, Balidor gripped him again, harder.
“They won’t ask you, brother,” he said, his voice still hard. “You need to hear me on this. I won’t let them ask you . . .not when you are in this state. You need to ask one of them yourself. I will not rescind that order, so don’t even bother hoping for that occurrence.”
There was a silence.
Then Revik nodded again.
When he still didn’t speak, Balidor let out an irritated-sounding sigh.
Releasing Revik’s arm abruptly, he rose to his feet.
Revik felt the pulse of defeat in the other’s removal of himself. He expected him to leave right away, but he didn’t; Balidor only stood there instead, looking down at him. When Revik finally realized that the Adhipan leader would wait there, perhaps indefinitely, until Revik acknowledged him in some way, he found himself looking up.
Balidor locked gazes with him once he had.
“I mean it,” he said. His words bordered on cold, sounding like a command again. The fire reflected in those gray eyes, turning them orange, even as a faint frown touched the seer’s mouth. “I will give you an hour to ask someone, Dehgoies. If you have not by then, you might as well gear up. I will have Gar and Vikram take you to the nearest human city this very night . . .with enough local currency to handle the problem. So if you are thinking that threat was just me being theatrical, brother, you would be wrong.”
Before Revik could think of an answer to that, Balidor finally walked away.

Revik knew from the silence that their audience had heard every word.
He felt flickers of curiosity again, as the seers sitting on the far side of the fire watched him. He could feel them wondering, almost on the surface of their lights and minds, what he would do. He even felt some wondering specifically if he would really walk twenty miles down a hill just to avoid humiliating himself in front of them again.
Feeling those pulses and flickers, Revik felt his jaw harden.
Before he knew he meant to, he spoke aloud, not even bothering with the Barrier.
“You heard him,” he said. “You know what I am asking of you.”
The silence deepened.
When Revik continued to turn over words, Ontari smiled, blowing warmth through the Barrier space.
Was there a question in that, brother? he sent softly.
Revik heard the teasing there, and felt the pain in his chest worsen. He stared at the fire, knowing tears likely ran down his face again from the way the flickering flames blurred and clicked back into focus. He didn’t care any more.
He couldn’t think well enough to care.
“Do you need a formal question?” he said finally.
He could feel all of their attention on him now. He waited for the answer anyway. Clearing his throat, he wiped his face with the heel of his hand.
“I don’t know how to do this,” he said, clicking softly as he shook his head.
He said it quietly, but he could feel that most of them heard him.
“We need a question, brother,” Poresh said carefully. His voice was less flippant than Ontari’s had been, his eyes more serious. “It doesn’t have to be formal. But Adhipan Balidor was pretty specific with us . . .very specific, I would say.”
Others murmured agreement as Revik watched.
He thought about that, too.
After another moment, he shoved it from his mind, clicking to himself again, sharper that time. He combed his fingers through his hair, giving up in the same set of seconds. He wouldn’t handle this gracefully. He never had.
Usually he was drunk when he approached strangers.
When he looked up next, he sighed openly, letting them feel his frustration.
“How about an offer, instead of a question?” he said, meeting Poresh’s gaze.
He glanced around at other faces, hearing the silence deepen once more, past the crackling of the fire, which overpowered the sounds of the jungle. He didn’t know how to read that silence. He couldn’t read any of them, really, although they could clearly read him.
“You know I need . . .” He hesitated on the word, then walked past it with his mind. “ . . .I don’t have anything to offer in return,” he continued. “It would be a favor. I am asking for a favor, from one of you. I would accept that favor from any of you. With gratitude.”
The silence continued.
Revik cleared his throat, gesturing vaguely with one hand.
“I have no money,” he added, still staring into the fire. He knew he was repeating himself, but couldn’t seem to shut up, maybe so he wouldn’t have to listen to their collective non-answer. “ . . .I have nothing to trade. I am asking . . .offering. To whoever is willing.”
He fought with what else he could say, then fell silent, shaking his head.
He’d asked the question.
He’d done it, more or less coherently.
What the hell else did they want from him?
Wasn’t that what Balidor wanted of him? To offer himself? Or would the Adhipan leader still make him walk twenty miles through the jungle in the middle of the night, looking for some mountain shithole where he could buy sex from an impoverished human? Would he force Revik to do it even after he’d asked, simply for getting a resounding silence in response?
Revik honestly didn’t know.
For all he knew, Balidor would order one of his people to take him up on it. Treat it as hardship duty, offer them some kind of perk for jerking off the ex-Rook for a few hours.
Revik wasn’t even sure which thing he would prefer at that point.
Or which thing he wanted less.
He clicked again, softly, but didn’t look up at any of them.
He considered leaving. He considered walking out, fuck what Balidor said, but Vikram spoke up before Revik could put that thought into action, either.
“Male?” Vikram said cautiously. “Female?”
Revik shook his head, once. “I do not care.”
“What about one of each?” Dalai said, her voice teasing.
Revik met her gaze. “I do not care about that, either, sister.”
The silence deepened again.
“You do realize what you just did?” Ontari said, breaking the silence with a near-laugh. “You just offered yourself to the entire camp, brother . . .all of us in hearing, anyway. What will you do if we all take you up on it?”
A few of the other seers sitting around him smiled.
Then someone stood up from a log on the other end of the fire.
Revik glanced over in time to see Dalejem’s back as he left. He hadn’t known he was there, hadn’t seen him sitting there in the dark, behind Poresh and Garensche and a few others, still wearing the armored vest from the walk through the jungle. Revik hadn’t felt his light, either, presumably because Dalejem hadn’t wanted him to feel it. Now that he saw him, Revik felt his face flush, realizing all that he’d heard . . .but he knew he needn’t have bothered with that, either. The seer walked away from the fire pit with measured steps, without so much as a backwards glance. They might have been talking about the weather and he’d simply gotten bored . . .or decided it was time for him to go to bed.
Revik watched his form recede, at least until the darkness of the night and overhanging trees swallowed him. He felt nothing off the other male’s light . . .not even a ripple of reaction, much less a thought aimed in Revik’s direction.
From his light, he might not have noticed Revik’s offer at all.
Ontari glanced over his shoulder in the same pause, following Dalejem’s retreat with his eyes before he looked back at Revik, quirking an eyebrow.
Revik felt the pain in his chest worsen, had to fight to keep it off his face.
Eventually he could only stare at the fire again, not seeing it.
The pain pooled somewhere in his chest as the silence stretched. It sharpened the longer he sat there, starting to slide back into the forward areas of his light, to tug at different segments of his aleimi, to cloud his mind. He remembered what Terian had said, about Council-approved whores and his pain worsened, even as he considered leaving again . . .just walking the fuck out. Maybe a human would be better. Anything would be better than this.
He was contemplating getting up . . .
When someone stood in front of him, blocking the firelight from his view.
Revik looked up at the shadowy outline, and saw Dalai standing there, with her boyfriend, the muscular seer named Nurek. They were holding hands.
When Revik glanced up, she smiled at him, holding out a hand to him, too.
“I think we got here first, brother,” she said, soft. “Is that all right?”
He stared at her hand.
Briefly, that heavier feeling of defeat swam over him, something like surrender mixed with the knowledge that, even if this was pure charity, he wasn’t in a position to refuse.
He barely hesitated before he nodded.
He slid his fingers into hers when she offered them again.
He was standing an instant later, letting her lead him towards the row of tents on the other side of the fire . . .the opposite side into which Dalejem had disappeared, only seconds before.
But Revik couldn’t think about that right now, either.
 



CHAPTER 11
OPENED AND HALF-WILLING

REVIK BARELY ENTERED the tent with them before they started undressing him.
He just stood there as they did it, unsure if he should try to help. They seemed to know what they were doing, what they wanted. Dalai stood in front of him, unhooking the vest he wore, only to have Nurek pull it off his shoulders from behind. Dalai grinned at him then, sliding her fingers into his hair and tugging his mouth gently down to hers.
They kissed. The kiss lasted for what felt like a long time, but through most of it, Revik found himself struggling, unable to relax. He felt himself holding back, too, trying to even get his bearings in this.
He supposed it was stupid, really, to try and think about it at all.
His mind told him that, but knowing that didn’t really help. It didn’t really allow him to relax, either, not enough to know what to do.
Dalai was unfastening the front of his shirt then, and the male seer tugged that off his back as well, yanking it and the armored shirt under it out from his belt as he removed it. Not waiting, Nulek yanked up the armored shirt, too, pulling it up over Revik’s head and off his arms, forcing Dalai to break off their kiss long enough for her boyfriend to get the stretchy material off him.
Then Nulek sucked in a breath.
“Gaos . . .” he murmured. He spoke louder then, directing his words and light to his girlfriend, Dalai. “Holy di’lanlente a guete . . .Dalai! Come here! Look at this poor brother’s back . . .”
He traced scars with his fingertips, cursing again under his breath, in a different language that time, what sounded like a dialect of Mandarin.
“Gaos,” he murmured, softer. “Did you know about this, baby?”
Revik tensed, feeling the male’s fingers running along more of the marks on his back, as if making sense of them by touch. When Dalai slid around behind him, too, her arm still coiled around his bare waist, she let out an even more shocked gasp than Nulek had.
“Holy fuck!” she said then. “What the hell happened to you, brother?”
Revik gritted his teeth, not answering.
He just stood there while the two of them looked at him, not turning his head.
Both of them caressed the scars, touching him from his shoulders to his belt, and Revik just stood there, enduring it. He didn’t mind them touching him there. It was the staring he couldn’t figure out how to manage, or how to stop.
When the other male slid an arm around him, clasping his chest, Revik tensed again, closing his eyes as he tried to force himself to relax, to not care about this. It was normal for seers to react to this. It was normal; he didn’t need to make a big deal about it.
He fought with what to say, but nothing came.
There was nothing he could say, really. He didn’t remember. He didn’t remember how he got them, or what they meant. He didn’t want to remember. He didn’t even want to tell them he didn’t remember, because he knew how that sounded, too. He also knew that confessing that would likely only generate even more questions.
Seers had photographic memories. To say he “didn’t remember” was as strange as having the scars in the first place.
“It’s all right brother,” Nulek said from behind him. He massaged Revik’s chest, kissing his back. When Revik let out a low gasp, the male held him tighter. “It’s all right, brother,” he said again. “We won’t ask.”
Revik nodded, grateful. He fought to relax, to lean into the other male, then he felt hands on his belt and opened his eyes.
Dalai smiled at him from where she unhooked the clasp.
“We need to get him down,” Nulek said to her. His voice still held that denser sympathy as he rubbed Revik’s shoulder, pressing against his back. “Get him naked and then get him to lie down, ilya . . .he needs fucking so badly I’m having trouble controlling my light.”
Revik felt his tongue thicken, but didn’t speak.
Dalai smiled up at him, then at the other man, nodding.
“I know,” she said. “He’s like a walking advertisement for sex right now, aren’t you brother?” she teased softly, deliberately caressing the front of his pants. “Even with the scars, he’s young, though. How old are you, brother Dehgoies? Will you tell us?”
Revik fought to think, feeling his face warm.
“Seventy-nine,” he said, after a pause.
Dalai flinched, looking up at him.
Her hand remained on his crotch, but Revik felt shock emanate from her light. That same surprise opened her purple and blue eyes wider, even as she glanced at Nulek, who laughed.
“Gods,” he said, kissing the back of Revik’s neck. “We’re fucking child molesters, ilya. Did you have any idea he was so young?”
Dalai shook her head, that surprise still flickering through her light.
“Gaos, no,” she said, the surprise audible in her voice, too. “I thought he had to be a century, at least, given his time with the Rooks and his placement there.” She looked up at Revik, studying his face openly. “So he’s not even at his full weight, yet. How is that possible?”
Revik started to tense.
He considered making a crack about them talking about him as if he wasn’t there . . .but they were both caressing him with their hands and light, so he found it difficult to hold on to his own resistance, much less the thread of his thoughts. His pain worsened the longer they touched him, but he found his desire to fight them melting, too, especially when they continued to warm him with their light, exploring him carefully with their hands. Dalai caressed him for a little longer, then returned her hands to his belt and finished unhooking the clasp.
Revik’s body relaxed even more as she undressed him.
He leaned more of his weight against the larger male, still fighting half-heartedly with his light, knowing he was losing that battle, too. Nulek was stroking him from behind and Revik let out another low groan . . .
When movement at the tent door jerked his eyes to the left.
By then, Dalai already had his clothes more or less off, and was pulling the last pant leg off his ankle. Half-struggling against the arm that now held him tighter, exuding reassurance, Revik found himself cringing, feeling overly exposed.
He didn’t feel better when he saw who stood there.
Mara smiled at him, those almond-shaped and brilliant-colored hazel eyes sliding down the length of him to linger on his now-uncovered erection. Revik felt another conflicted stab of pain and unease at the intensity of her stare, even as Ontari smiled at him, from where he stood just behind her.
“Mind company?” Ontari asked Nulek politely, glancing also at Dalai.
Dalai laughed, but slid her body protectively in front of Revik’s.
Nulek held him tighter, too, still exuding reassurance through his skin, and now protectiveness, too.
Revik felt a gratitude so intense it nearly brought tears to his eyes.
Dalai kept her voice light, but Revik heard the protectiveness in her voice, too.
“Just how many are waiting out there to molest our poor brother?” Dalai said, quirking an eyebrow at Ontari. “Do you have any idea how young he is? He’s just told us, and now that I know, I think we’d better take it a little easier on him . . .at least until he’s well enough to be more discriminating in his affections.”
Ontari waved her concerns away with a smile.
“Oh, there were more,” the other seer said cheerfully. “ . . .Believe me, there were more. Balidor capped it at the two of us, with admonitions that we play nice with his newest recruit. Besides, I think he’d prefer it if brother Revik could actually walk tomorrow . . .”
Dalai laughed again but didn’t move from her protective position in front of Revik. He felt the wariness of her light, and breathed another pulse of gratitude at her and Nulek.
Mara hadn’t taken her eyes off him.
Raising her gaze from his lower body, she quirked an eyebrow at his face directly then, a smile touching the edge of her lips.
“You don’t mind if we stay, do you brother Dehgoies?” she said. “You did make an open offer. Were Ontari and I somehow not meant to be included?”
Revik fought with emotions conflicting around his light, distrust.
He didn’t plan to speak, but did, his voice coming out harsher than he intended.
“You don’t want me,” he said to her. “You made that clear. Why are you here?”
She smiled openly at that, tilting her head at him, even as she made a dismissive gesture with her fingers. “We are a long way away from our introduction in those caves, brother. I had my role to play there, anyway . . .I thought brother Balidor told you that?”
Revik shook his head, feeling that panic settle deeper in his chest.
“You don’t like me,” he said.
She smiled again, her eyes holding a more predatory glint.
“Do I need to like you?” she asked sweetly.
“If it means you’re going to hurt me if you don’t . . .yes,” he said, his voice short.
Revik’s face flushed hotter after he said it, but he didn’t lower his gaze.
He could feel Dalai hovering over him protectively again, even as she made a negative gesture to Mara.
“Maybe you should go, sister,” she said, her voice worried.
Mara looked only at Revik, though.
“Brother,” she sighed, clicking softly. The coyness dropped from her voice, even as she rested her hands on her hips, frowning. “You are paranoid, indeed. Did you somehow miss that I’ve been flirting with you for days out here? That I offered to go along with Balidor and the others to protect you against that Rook? That your friend, Jem, has warned me away from trying to seduce you . . .repeatedly, I might add?”
At Revik’s silence, she walked closer to him.
She glanced at Dalai as if for permission, then walked closer still.
After another few steps, she inserted herself between Dalai and him altogether.
Pressing her fully-clothed body up against his, she wrapped her fingers around his cock and he let out a low groan, unable to pull it back.
“I want you, brother,” she said, and he fell silent. She looked up at his face from where she leaned against his chest, watching him fight to control his breathing. “Believe me in this . . .I want you, especially after your little display out there. You gave every male seer in this camp a hard-on, brother . . .and made every female wet, imaging you inside them.” When he closed his eyes, she smiled again, pressing against him with more of her body. “ . . .The fact that you think none of us like you, or want you, or are affected by the insane amounts of pain you’ve been inflicting on us for the past week or so, only makes us want you more . . .”
Revik looked away again, unable to hold her gaze.
He heard her smile, even as she started to massage him.
“Open your light, brother,” she urged, her voice a purr. “Why won’t you open your light to us? Isn’t that the point of this little exercise?”
He groaned again, feeling his pain worsen when he realized she was using her light to try and open his. He felt her there, briefly, toying with him, and nearly lost it then and there.
“I won’t let you come. Not that fast. Don’t worry, brother . . .”
“Fuck . . .”
“We will. Open your light. Please, brother . . .”
He fought her, mindlessly that time. Then he fought to do what she asked. He couldn’t do either, but trying worsened the panic in his throat and chest.
He heard her smile when he closed his eyes again, then she spoke softer once more, her voice a murmur. “Gods, you are beautiful, brother . . .even more beautiful than I imagined. How did someone as beautiful as you end up a Rook? We are all wondering this . . .not only me.”
He fought to hold onto his light, to keep her out, but only groaned.
When he let out another, heavier groan, she pressed into him harder, slowing the movement of her hand even as her fingers tightened, her light growing more demanding.
“You like compliments,” she said shrewdly, watching his face. “You like them a lot . . .don’t you, brother? Something tells me you also don’t hear nearly enough of them.”
Revik felt her sliding deeper into his light and let out another thick gasp. As he did, the male behind him tightened his hold on him, pressing his erection against Revik’s other side.
Revik let out another sound and Nulek’s pain worsened.
“Gods,” Nulek said. He kissed Revik’s neck, using hot, liquid light in his tongue.
He bit him then, hard enough to make Revik gasp.
Fear hit him again, maybe even fear for his neck, some residual leftover after what happened in that clearing, but the muscular seer exuded reassurance, affection, warmth. He lightly stroked the bandage from where Terian cut his neck, sending Revik another ripple of reassuring light, weaving it in with feelings of safety, of protectiveness, along with a wanting that made Revik groan again.
He found himself relaxing, opening his light more, almost without him willing it that time.
He felt helpless. He tried to just relax into that, too.
“Gods,” Nulek groaned then, holding Revik tighter. “You aren’t kidding about him, sister. Youngster or not..he’s lucky we didn’t all rape him out there.”
“Is it rape when he asks us to do it?” Ontari mused from by the tent’s opening.
Revik glanced at him, and Ontari smiled.
“I don’t think he has any idea what he gave us permission to do,” Mara said wryly, glancing at Ontari, too, before looking back up at Revik’s face, her eyes holding that same scrutiny as before. “He did not even seem to notice when every seer in that group started imagining taking him right there, by that fire. Nor did he notice that the only reason we hesitated was because we couldn’t believe he was serious. Dalai and Nulek just have better reflexes than the rest of us . . .and more power to them.”
Mara smiled up at Revik when Nulek laughed. Then Mara’s fingers tightened on him, right before she started massaging his cock harder.
“He’s lucky Balidor intervened,” she added, still watching Revik’s face. “I think brother Balidor was in as much shock as the rest of us, or he likely would have stopped things sooner. I can only guess that he thought for sure he was pushing brother Revik towards brother Jem with his ultimatum earlier . . .not into group sex with the rest of us.”
Revik tensed at her words, but Mara only wrapped her light deeper into his.
“Trust me, brother,” she murmured, pressing her body against his chest. “I am not making fun of you . . .not in the slightest. We are all four grateful that was not the case . . .and for the generosity of your offer out there. I would not be surprised if you find yourself the object of a lot of attempted seductions this week, however . . .”
Nulek laughed again, wrapping his arm around him tighter.
Revik felt his pain worsen, even as Dalai’s hands slid over him, too.
“Can you feel his light?” the smaller seer murmured, caressing his side, and his ribs up to his chest. “Gods. You are right, Mara . . .how did someone with light like this end up a Rook?”
Revik turned his head.
He saw Dalai smile up at him, felt her pain wind deeper into Nulek’s.
Revik’s gaze slid higher then, looking over Dalai’s head, and he saw Ontari watching him, too, from a few feet away, his eyes faintly glazed. He was hard, Revik realized suddenly, feeling it before his eyes had shifted down far enough to confirm it. It hit him again that they were getting into his light. They were opening him up, more than he’d intended . . .more than he probably should be letting them.
The thought panicked him, even as it made his erection worse.
He felt himself extending then, and Mara caressed the hard end of his cock as it revealed itself, nearly buckling Revik’s knees. Nulek held him up from behind, but Revik let out another groan, that one heavier than the others, seeming to come from deeper inside his chest. He leaned harder into Nulek and the seer gripped him around the waist, pressing into him with his cock, even as he started pulling on Revik’s light again, trying to get him to open more.
Mara tugged on his hair then, forcing him to look down at her.
He fought to focus on her face, panting, feeling his tongue thicken in his mouth.
Five years.
No one had touched him like this in over five years.
“Am I okay to stay then, brother?” Mara said. She pulled at him with her light, winding it deeper into his, coiling it hotly into his belly and groin. When he gasped, her voice grew openly cajoling. “ . . .I’m asking you. I’ll beg you, if you want me to, brother . . .and I’ll compliment you all night if you want that, too. I’ll be very hurt if you say no . . .”
Hesitating only a breath, he nodded.
She gripped his hair tighter, and he closed his eyes. “Tell me yes,” she said. “Say it.”
He let out another low groan, still not looking at her.
“Yes,” he managed. “ . . .Stay. Please.”
Smiling, she released him entirely, stepping back.
When he opened his eyes, still fighting to control his breathing, she stood a few feet away. He pulled at her with his light, hard. He couldn’t help it. He felt the void with her body and light away from his . . .so intensely it nearly brought tears to his eyes again.
“Good,” she said, sending him another flicker of heat.
He got the sense she was answering more than his words.
Even as he thought it, she glanced at the others. As she did, her voice and light shifted, until they held a near command.
“ . . .Get him down, now,” she said. “I think he’s waited long enough.”
“Do we flip a coin?” Nulek said, his voice joking, even as he pressed against Revik again. “Or fight for it?”
“No,” Mara said, still watching Revik’s face. “I want to be the one to fuck him first. I will pay the three of you for that . . .if I need to.”
Dalai laughed. So did Ontari.
“I am serious,” Mara said. “Name your price.”
For a moment, Nulek didn’t speak. Revik felt him and Dalai exchange looks. Then Revik felt Nulek grudgingly concede with his light, too.
“Fine,” he said, releasing Revik’s chest. “You can go first.”
Nulek kept hold of Revik’s arm, even after he released most of his body, to support him more than anything, Revik suspected. Revik found himself remaining by the other male’s light, anyway, doing it almost unconsciously . . .not letting himself think clearly about why, even after he noticed himself doing it.
Nulek gripped him tighter in his hand, maybe because he felt that, too.
Before Revik could be sure of either thing, the Chinese-looking seer aimed his voice at Mara again, his tone openly warning.
“If you scare him, sister, or are unkind to him . . .or cause him to close . . .I’ll beat the crap out of you, Mara. I mean it. I don’t give a fuck how much money you throw at us.”
Mara smiled, but didn’t take her eyes off Revik’s face.
“You see, brother?” she said softly to him. “You have us fighting over you already.”
 



CHAPTER 12
FRIENDS

REVIK WOKE TO a ping to his light.
He didn’t know that at first.
He slid back into consciousness as if riding a heavier wave out of the depths of some darker ocean. It wasn’t tiredness he felt exactly . . .at least not that made it so difficult to open his eyes in those first few seconds . . .it was more like he’d lost track of himself somehow, in the intervening hours since he’d finally forced himself to sleep.
Truthfully, he probably was tired, though.
He had a memory of Nulek urging him to sleep, to try at least, stroking his hair and face and pushing at his light, trying to get him to lose consciousness, to relax. The older seer had teased him gently, massaging him as he did it. He’d said something about dawn approaching, about needing to be something a little more coherent than one of the upara d’kitre . . .the walking dead . . .or Balidor would chew out the rest of them for abusing him.
Nulek had reminded Revik that he’d be on duty again the whole of the next day, too . . .and that they’d all want him just as much tomorrow.
So yeah, probably not a lot of sleep.
The second ping that came, Revik felt.
By then, he was awake enough to open his eyes.
He stared up at the strangely liquid organic material of the tent, then shifted to his back, grimacing a little at the soreness of his body even as he felt limbs wrapped around him from more than one side. Looking down, he saw Dalai’s dark head resting on his chest, shifting with him from where she’d leaned on his side. Nulek wrapped around her from behind, his face smoothed in sleep. On Revik’s other side, Mara pressed against him as well, her back and rear molded against his ribs and hip, her face tilted upwards as she slept.
Ontari lay on his stomach next to her, his head cushioned in his arms.
Then Revik felt eyes on him and looked up.
Dalejem stood in the opening at the front of the tent, on the opposite side from the thicker mat across from that door.
His face held no expression whatsoever, but Revik could feel him waiting.
Who is it you need? he asked, his thoughts cautious, and quiet.
You, brother, Dalejem replied.
His thoughts felt as empty as his expression.
Revik hesitated, taking in the other seer’s lack of expression more warily.
Is something wrong? he sent, after a pause.
Dalejem just looked at him, then at the seers lying next to him.
I’ll wait outside, he sent.
He receded from the opening, seemingly the instant after he sent the thought.
Blinking to clear his vision, Revik carefully lifted Dalai off him, repositioning her on the softer mat. Then, moving slowly, he slid out from under Mara, too, using his feet and legs to move his body evenly down the mat, trying not to jar it too much and bother their sleep. He waited until he reached the end of it to try and climb off, still trying to keep from waking the rest of them fully.
It occurred to him only then that they’d all been lying there uncovered, and that he was hard, just from waking up with so many hands on him, and so much skin pressed against his.
He grimaced a little, thinking about Dalejem standing there. He wondered just how long he’d been there, between the tent flaps, waiting for Revik to feel the pings, to wake up.
He fought not to think about that, either.
Blinking still to clear his vision, he looked around for his clothes, but all of those he saw belonged to other seers. He remembered how the evening had started then, and looked to the other side of the tent. They’d undressed him close to the opening leading outside.
As he sat there, it also occurred to him that others might have seen more of his night’s activities than he’d really wanted to think about at the time.
They all shared a construct, after all.
Shoving that out of his mind, too, he pulled himself to his feet, wincing slightly in spite of himself. He made his way to the other side of the tent and then dressed quickly, throwing the two shirts and armored vest around his shoulders without fastening the latter up. He grabbed his boots and the two gun holsters he’d worn at the end, checking the guns themselves and then shoving them back into the organic holders.
He sat on the floor of the tent to shove his feet into socks and boots and to buckle them up before going outside. He did it more for the insects, parasites and other things that might get on his skin than because he worried about the bottoms of his feet particularly.
It was already hot enough, even just a few hours after dawn. He was sweating by the time he got the last boot done up and pulled himself back to his feet.
When he left the tent, he found Dalejem standing there, waiting for him.
The dark-haired seer turned when Revik walked out.
He didn’t smile, though, or even really acknowledge Revik with his eyes or his light. His expression remained as blank and immovable as before.
When Revik just stood there, Dalejem motioned with his head for Revik to follow him.
They walked through the rows of tents without speaking, then out into the trees that started on the other side of the wide clearing, heading almost due west. Revik followed him down the narrow path that lived there, leading into the jungle, noticing suddenly that Dalejem wore only sidearms too, and that he had a machete stuck in the back of his belt, so they might be walking far into the jungle. Revik waited until they were a good distance from all of the tents and out past the edges of the construct before he ventured another try at speaking.
“What’s going on?” he said. “Are we on patrol?”
Dalejem didn’t turn.
He continued to walk the narrow path, which began to twist upward through the trees once they reached the next bend, leading them higher up into the mountains. Revik touched his hip, realized he hadn’t brought a canteen with him, and frowned.
“Brother?” he tried again. “Is something wrong?”
“Why would something be wrong?” Dalejem said.
His voice was as expressionless as before.
Revik’s frown deepened, but he didn’t try to answer at first.
Still fastening up the front of his vest, he sped the motion of his feet, having to work a little to keep up with the other seer, despite his long legs. When he got close enough, he reached out, laying a careful hand on Dalejem’s shoulder, not really thinking about why as he did it. As soon as he touched the other male, however, Dalejem came to an abrupt halt, turning on him.
“What?” he said. “What the fuck do you want?”
His voice was openly hostile that time.
Revik had never seen the other seer angry before, not like that.
Thrown by the expression on his face, he blinked a little, stepping back.
“Sorry. I just . . .” He hesitated, still studying the other man’s face warily, his hands at his sides now, almost ready to fight. “What’s wrong with you? Where are we going?”
“What the fuck difference does it make?” the other snapped. “Why can’t you just follow orders for a change, Dehgoies?”
Revik just stared at him, looking from one of his eyes to the other.
“What’s wrong?” he said. “Just tell me, goddamn it!”
Dalejem let out a humorless laugh.
Frowning, Revik was about to try again . . .
When the other turned on him suddenly.
He moved so fast that Revik didn’t have time to even think about getting out of the way. Dalejem’s fist connected, hard, with Revik’s cheek just under his eye. He hit him hard enough that he nearly knocked him down.
Staggering back, Revik held up his hands instinctively, balling them into fists.
“Gaos,” he gasped. “What the fuck?”
Dalejem just stood there, his light exuding so much anger Revik backed down, in spite of himself. Taking another step back, he held his hands up in more of a peace gesture that time.
“Brother,” he said, fighting to get his equilibrium back. “Brother, talk to me. What is it? What did I do?”
“What did you do?” Dalejem laughed again, his eyes hard as glass. “Are you really fucking asking me that right now? Are you?”
Revik flinched again, still thrown by the other’s demeanor.
Dalejem had always been laid back. Calm. Warm.
Almost zen in his approach to things.
That’s how his light always felt to Revik, anyway.
Even as Revik thought it, he saw those sharp green eyes shift to look past him, back towards the direction of the camp. Maybe because his light was more open than it had been in weeks, months, maybe even years, Revik felt something from him in those few seconds. He got an image of what Dalejem had seen when he’d walked through the flap doors of that tent.
Fear touched Revik’s light, even as his mind fought to catch up.
“Gaos,” he said. “You’re pissed about that?”
Dalejem’s eyes shifted back to Revik’s, holding a coldness that made Revik pause.
Pain coiled sickeningly through his light, even as he shook his head.
“Gods. I didn’t think . . .” He paused again, clicking, even as he looked up, that fear flickering back through his light. “Was one of them yours?” he asked, panic in his voice. “Gods, Jem . . .are you sleeping with one of them?”
“Holy fucking gods, Revik!” the male snapped, his words coming out like an explosion. “You can’t possibly be as fucking stupid as you are pretending right now!”
Revik stared at him.
It felt like the seer had hit him again.
After a pause, Revik’s eyes narrowed.
When Dalejem started to walk away, Revik lurched after him, without thinking about whether that was particularly wise, either.
“Wait!” he snapped. “Wait, goddamn it . . .!”
He reached for him again, but Dalejem turned on him, his eyes holding an open threat.
“You touch me again, and I’ll beat the living hell out of you, you little fuck . . .” Meeting Revik’s disbelieving stare, he returned it with one of his own, his expression bleeding even closer to incredulous as he studied Revik’s. “What? Did you expect me to like it that you’ve whored yourself out to the entire camp, brother? And just how, exactly, did you expect me to react? Or did the thought cross your mind once at all?”
At Revik’s silence, Dalejem raised his voice, twisting his words into a near sarcasm.
“You know, brother, last night, I almost wondered if you were angry with me . . .if you were trying to get my attention in some way, to get me to admit I wanted you, that I would be jealous if you slept with another. Then I realized . . .no. No, he’s not angry. He’s not thinking of me at all. He’s just a messed up little shit who doesn’t give a fuck. Which shouldn’t have surprised me, goddamn it . . .but it did. It did surprise me. You’re lucky I didn’t beat the hell out of you right there, in front of all of your damned admirers . . .”
Revik stared at him again, but Dalejem didn’t wait.
Muttering what sounded like curses under his breath, he turned his back on him again. He began walking even more rapidly into the jungle, without looking back.
Revik just stood there, watching him go. Then he remembered the seer had woken him. He might really be supposed to be out here with him for some reason.
Unless Dalejem brought him out here to kill him.
The seer let out another harsh laugh, coming to a stop on the path in front of him.
“Don’t fucking tempt me . . .Rook.”
Revik flinched, in spite of himself.
It was the first time Dalejem had ever called him that.
“What are we doing out here?” Revik said, wary. “Why won’t you tell me?”
Dalejem shook his head in annoyance, clicking at him.
“Orders. What do you think? You think I wanted to spend my fucking morning looking at you? No. I got woken up, same as you. I got told to go get your sorry ass out of the remnants of your public orgy, and to go on patrol with you. I think this is brother Balidor’s way of telling me to get over it . . .but he can go fuck himself, too.”
When Revik didn’t answer, Dalejem glanced over his shoulder, giving him a colder look.
“Seriously. Are you brain damaged, brother? Did the Rooks do something to your mind while you were with them for so many years . . .?”
Revik felt his jaw clench.
Maybe in part because the words hit a little too close to home that time.
“ . . .Or do you really think I would have willingly walked into that tent,” Dalejem continued angrily. “You piece of shit Rook . . .that I would have just stood there, watching you lie there with a hard-on, waiting for your friends to wake so you could blow them again?”
Revik felt his jaw harden more.
He didn’t speak when the other seer threw up his hands, exhaling in disgust.
He just stood there again when Dalejem turned, once more walking away from him.
Pain rose in Revik’s light as he watched him leave that time, though, enough that his throat fought to close. He followed the other seer mindlessly, barely seeing the trees around him as he placed his feet, not sure why he was still trying to keep up. He fought to control his emotions, his light, wondering why it wasn’t easier after the night before instead of harder, but he found himself wiping his face angrily, fighting back tears.
“I thought we were friends,” he said.
His voice was low, a mutter mixed with a growl.
Somehow, even walking a few yards in front of him, Dalejem heard it.
The seer stopped.
Revik tensed when he did, stopping, too.
He watched the other’s back warily in the pause, but he still flinched when the other man turned. Then he couldn’t get out of the way fast enough when Dalejem suddenly came after him. Letting out a gasp of surprise, Revik actually considered running away, taking off into the trees, but the other seer closed the gap between them in what felt like the blink of an eye.
Then he had ahold of Revik’s armored vest.
Before Revik could writhe free, Dalejem slammed his back into the trunk of the nearest tree. It happened to be a large kapok, with wave-like roots jutting out of the sides, and Revik let out a low groan when his spine made contact with one of those roots, hard.
He gripped the other man’s arms, panting, trying to decide if he should call for help, when Dalejem released him just as quickly, stepping back.
Revik stared, stunned when he saw tears in the other seer’s eyes.
That panic returned to his chest, forcing words out of his mouth, almost before he knew what he was saying.
“You didn’t want me!” he cried out. “You fucking told me you didn’t want me . . .the first day we were here!”
“Bullshit!” Dalejem snapped. “Bullshit! You lying little fuck! I practically asked you for it!”
Revik stared at him again, feeling the pain worsen in his chest.
Biting his tongue, he fought to think about the other male’s words, to reason through them, if only to keep his emotions under control. He fought to think back over that day, too, to remember the exact words they’d spoken to one another out at the edge of that field.
Like all seers, he had a photographic memory.
He could remember the facts of things, even if his feelings twisted what they meant.
Once he had replayed Dalejem’s words to him that day, the pain in his chest worsened. He played the words again, realized that his state of mind and the pain he’d been in, embarrassment about Kali and whatever else, had warped that conversation, too. He hadn’t heard him correctly. Dalejem had been trying to tell him something, but not the thing Revik had heard.
Maybe he couldn’t let himself go there at the time.
Maybe Balidor was right, and it really was just cowardice.
He bit his lip, staring at the jungle floor without seeing it. He’d been so sure they would all look at him the way the seers of the Seven had looked at him. He remembered those stares, the fearful flickers of light, the disgust. He’d felt those things the whole time he was in Seertown, up until the day he left Vash’s enclave in the Himalayas for the Pamir. He’d felt similar things from pretty much every seer there, apart from Vash himself. It had been easier just to try and prepare himself for being hated than it had been to look at the situation objectively.
Realizing he hadn’t learned a damned thing from those monks, either, in five years of staring at walls and trying to learn to be accountable for himself, Revik felt his nausea worsen.
As the pieces fell into place, he felt the pain in his chest worsen, too, even as he raised a hand to his own head, clutching at his hair.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
Dalejem let out a humorless laugh.
“I am,” Revik growled. “And fuck you for not telling me. You must have known I didn’t understand. What’s your excuse for not making sure that I did?”
Dalejem gave him a disbelieving look. “We were under orders! Balidor––”
“I don’t want to hear any more about Balidor!” Revik snapped, cutting him off. “What? Are you a goddamned robot? You couldn’t see that I wasn’t thinking clearly? That I was afraid? Jesus, Dalejem. You, of all people. You knew what a mess I was . . .and I thought we were friends! I thought we were friends! Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Tell you what, precisely?” Dalejem said. “That I wanted to be the one you came to?”
“Yes!” Revik said, frustrated. “Yes! And why not? You must have known I wanted that. I might have been fucked up in the head, but you weren’t. Hell, if I’d known you were open to it at all, I would have begged you, brother . . .”
“Yet you never asked me!”
“I couldn’t ask you!”
“But you can offer yourself up to every single one of them instead?”
Revik stared at him, feeling his jaw harden. “Yes.”
Dalejem’s jaw tightened too.
He stared back at Revik, even as Revik felt a pulse of pain leave the other man’s light. He winced against that pain, not wanting to feel that, either, but he wouldn’t let himself block it, or push it away, even when it hurt.
“Why?” Dalejem said then, his voice lower.
Revik clicked softly, shaking his head.
“Gods. I don’t know . . ..I don’t fucking know.” Thinking about his words, he realized that wasn’t entirely true, either. “I didn’t want any of them,” he said. “It was easier.”
Dalejem gave him another disbelieving stare.
Then he laughed, a sound that managed to convey nothing but pure anger.
Still staring at Revik in fury, he paced the ground in front of him, glaring at where Revik stood with his back against the kapok tree.
“Bullshit!” Dalejem burst out angrily at him. “Bullshit, Revik! You told us you wanted Mara after you first laid eyes on her! You weren’t in the room five minutes before you told all of us about wanting to fuck her!”
Revik shook his head, clicking angrily. “No,” he said. “That was different.”
“What is different?” Dalejem said. “What is different about that?”
“It is different!” Revik growled, giving him a warning look. “That was my dick talking! Not my mind! Not even my light . . .which would have fucked anything that breathed at that point in time, and you know it! I offered myself to all of them because I don’t know any of them. Not apart from you, and you left. You walked out of there . . .before I even knew you were there. After that, I didn’t care anymore. I didn’t give a damn . . .the who was incidental!”
Dalejem folded his arms.
His expression blanked once more, but not before Revik felt the open skepticism flicker across his light, and saw it flash briefly in his clear, green eyes. Revik saw the distrust there, too, even with Dalejem wearing his infiltrator’s mask, and just held the other man’s gaze, unflinching, at least until Dalejem looked away.
Staring at the ground, the green-eyed seer let out a humorless snort.
He gave Revik another hard look.
“Does it matter to you now, Rook?” he said bitterly.
Revik felt his jaw harden to granite. “What difference does it make now? I can’t do anything about it now!”
Dalejem’s arms unfolded, even as he walked up to him again.
Revik couldn’t help it, he flinched. But the seer didn’t hit him. He had his hands on his belt instead. Revik was hard in about two seconds.
Even so, he grabbed the other man’s wrists, stopping him.
“No,” he said, his voice low, almost forced. He shook his head. “No.”
Dalejem looked up. Pain lanced through Revik’s chest when he saw tears in the other’s eyes again. “You’ll do it for them, but not me?”
Revik’s pain worsened. He closed his eyes, gripping the male’s wrists.
After he’d controlled his light, he shook his head again.
“I . . .I care about you,” he managed. His words came out closer to angry. “I care about you! What part of that don’t you understand?”
“How about none of it,” Dalejem snapped.
“You do understand. I know you do!”
“No!” the other male said, staring up at him in disbelief. “No, I don’t! If we are only friends, as you feel the need to hammer into me again and again . . .then what difference does it make? Or do you only fuck people you feel nothing at all for, Revik? People you’d just as soon walk away from, so you don’t have to care if they lived or died?”
Revik flinched. It took him another second to realize at least part of that was because Dalejem used his given name again. Even most of the previous night, Revik hadn’t heard his actual name all that often.
Dalejem walked closer to him again.
Reaching up, he slid his hand into Revik’s hair, gripping it almost tightly with his fingers. Holding him still, he caressed his neck and jaw with his other hand, almost like he had that first day, out by the field. He put light into his fingers, more of it when Revik opened, a lot more of it, enough to blank out Revik’s mind. Light came from his chest, from his belly and Revik groaned, fighting to pull himself free, gasping.
When the other male released him, standing back, Revik fought to control his breathing. Once he had, he felt anger slide forward in his light.
“You won’t even accept affection from me?” Dalejem said, frustrated. “I won’t try to fuck you, Revik. You’ve made your feelings on that topic crystal clear. If we really are friends, like you keep saying, over and over again, then why can’t I––”
“We’re not friends,” Revik cut in. “We’re not.”
He looked up, giving the other male a harder look.
For what felt like a long moment, the two of them just stood there.
“Then what are we?” Dalejem said, soft.
Revik only shook his head, not answering.
He felt the surrender in his own light, seemingly right after the seer spoke. Some part of him had already given in to this. He couldn’t even be sure why he’d been fighting it.
Dalejem must have felt the change in him, too.
That time, when the other seer moved towards him, Revik deliberately softened his body. He leaned against the tree, opening his light, opening his hands and arms to make it clear he wasn’t going to stop him. When Dalejem got close enough, Revik tried to open the other seer’s light, too, sliding himself deeper into him as soon as Dalejem reached for his belt. That time, when Dalejem started undoing the clasp, Revik groaned, and began unhooking the front of the armored vest the other male wore. He had it open and was yanking it down his arms and off his shoulders, when Dalejem stopped him, gripping both of his wrists.
“What are we doing here?” Dalejem said. His voice came out low, a near murmur. He met Revik’s gaze from only a few inches away, reminding him again that they weren’t far off one another in height. “What are you doing, brother? Now. With me. What is this? You haven’t been clear with me about any of this . . .”
Revik felt the pain on the other male and closed his eyes, longer than a blink.
He slid his hands into Dalejem’s hair then, pulling on him, hard, with his light and fingers. Hearing Dalejem gasp, he lowered his mouth, unthinking, and kissed him, using so much of his light in his tongue and lips that Dalejem groaned against his mouth, gripping the front of his vest. When the kiss deepened, Dalejem slid his hand deliberately down the front of his crotch, too.
They kissed like that for a long time, for what felt like an endless amount of time.
Revik found himself pulling on Dalejem’s light, pulling on it and winding himself into it, experimenting until he was panting against his neck and mouth.
When Dalejem started massaging him for real, taking off his clothes, Revik pressed against his hand, groaning. He broke off the kiss, remembering suddenly where they were.
A second later, Revik forgot to care about that, too.
Dalejem slid down the front of him, until he was on his knees, unfastening his pants. He’d gotten the belt off completely that time, and had most of the front fasteners undone . . .when the seer stopped suddenly, looking up at him, his sculpted mouth set in a hard line.
“No,” he said.
“No?” Revik said it in a near gasp, confused. “What? Why?”
“Because.” Dalejem abruptly regained his feet, looking him straight in the eye. “We’re going back. You’re taking a fucking shower, first, brother . . .you can at least do that for me. I’ll try to let it go, what you made me listen to for most of last night, but don’t expect me to bathe in it . . .and don’t expect me to be very nice about it for most of today, either.”
Revik felt sick with pain, but he couldn’t find much to argue with around his words, so he only nodded, fumbling with his belt to get it back on and done up.
Still, being cut off from the other’s light so suddenly left him lost-feeling, in enough pain that he found he couldn’t meet Dalejem’s gaze. Embarrassment pulsed off his light, too, flickers of memory around the night before, but he shoved that aside without dwelling on it, either, knowing the other seer would feel it, and not entirely sure how he might react at this point. Revik didn’t really want another punch in the face, or a knee to the groin, for that matter.
When he looked up next, Dalejem was only waiting for him, though, patiently holding out a hand. Before Revik could take it, the green-eyed seer retracted his fingers, frowning.
“Gods,” Revik said, fighting an urge to shake him. “What? What now? I’ll take a fucking shower, okay? I just want you to take it with me . . .”
“It’s not that.”
“Then what?” he said, frustrated.
“Are you going to rescind your offer?” Dalejem said, facing him directly once more. He voiced it more as a demand than a true question. “Am I just next on your list, Dehgoies? Or are you going to tell those fuckers to leave you alone from now on?”
Revik stared at him, his mind blank.
Watching him, Dalejem frowned harder.
“You’re not going to continue sleeping with them?” he said, pushing at Revik harder with his light. “Because if you are, you can forget about sleeping with me, brother. In fact, if you are, you’d better stay the hell away from me, because I really might hurt you again . . .and next time, it’ll be more than a black eye.”
Revik frowned, still staring at the other male.
For a longer moment, he debated whether to speak.
Then he shoved caution aside, and just said it.
“What are you really asking me, brother?” he said, biting his lip. He heard the edge creep back into his voice, even as he switched to formal Prexci, maybe to better make his point. “Are you asking me for an agreement? Or just toying with me by implying it? Would you rather just take the right to order me around, like some kind of control freak dulesri . . .or do you intend to ask me for it, as if you actually saw me as an equal?”
Looking up at him, Dalejem burst out in a laugh.
Revik felt a heated flicker of desire off the other male, too.
“Nicely said,” Dalejem smiled.
After another pause, he smiled again, clicking at him softly.
“An agreement, brother,” he said, giving him a slight bow. His voice grew formally polite as well, even as he switched to the same language Revik had used, despite the smile still teasing his lips. “I am asking you for an agreement, if you are at all amenable to the idea. One that preferably doesn’t involve you offering yourself as a fuck-toy to every other seer in hearing distance. One that might just keep you alive, if you intend to share a bed with me.”
Revik felt the pain in his chest worsen, but only nodded.
“You are not as . . .laid back . . .as you pretend, brother.”
Dalejem gave him a denser look. “You think I am manipulating you?”
Revik shook his head. “No. That’s not what I meant.”
There was a silence.
Then, remembering something else, Revik looked up, his mouth firming.
“I have to go back,” he reminded him. “After.”
“Back?” Dalejem’s eyes blanked. “What does that mean?”
“The Pamir,” Revik said. “I have to go back to the Pamir.”
Looking at him for a longer moment, Dalejem nodded, offering his hand again.
“We’ll talk about that when it happens,” he said neutrally.
Feeling the reassurance in the other’s light, Revik felt his shoulders start to relax. Even so, he glanced around at the trees, feeling suddenly nervous as he looked at the other male.
He hadn’t been involved with many males.
None really, apart from sex.
Well, none other than Terian . . .who was such a freak show deviant coupled with a mass of complicated mental illnesses, Revik couldn’t imagine how any aspect of that particular relationship would help him navigate this one.
When he continued to stand there, Dalejem cleared his throat.
“Are you coming?” he said, his eyes patient once more. “I will take the shower with you, if you want. If that was your next question.”
“Don’t we need to be out here still?” Revik said, hearing the stall in his voice. “Balidor. Didn’t he want us to walk the perimeter or something? Patrol something?”
Dalejem smiled, but it barely touched his mouth.
“He’s letting us off the hook, brother,” he said gently.
After the barest pause, Revik nodded again.
That time, he took the hand offered to him, clutching the fingers in his own. He knew his skin was hot, borderline sweaty, but he didn’t let go, and he couldn’t quite meet the other’s gaze.
 



CHAPTER 13
RESCINDED

THEY DIDN’T HAVE sex in the shower.
Revik wanted to.
By the end of it, when he realized they were being watched, that Dalejem was right, that the showers were too public, given that it was broad daylight and they stood in a row not far from the mess tent . . .and that the wall only covered about half of his body with translucent organic sheeting, in any case . . .Revik finally shoved the other seer out of the cubicle, naked, and still wet, and finished showering alone.
Even so, he felt flickers of curiosity aimed at him by passing seers.
Some had felt what he’d been doing the night before.
Some had just heard about it, or heard his offer around the fire.
Some stared at his scars, seeing their patterns on his shoulders and upper back as they walked behind him outside the cubicle.
When Revik finally left that cubicle, Dalejem was gone.
Snaking his light out cautiously to look for him, Revik grew aware of even more eyes on him and his back once he left the area of the showers altogether. Ignoring them as best he could, he walked through the camp as casually as he could, given that he wore only a towel and borrowed shower sandals that Ontari had lent him days earlier.
He didn’t particularly want to ask anyone where Dalejem’s tent was, but he also didn’t want to be out here much longer. Feeling a whisper of irritation from Dalejem himself, who clearly felt the attention on Revik’s body, too, Revik smiled faintly, but not with a lot of humor, right before the seer sent him an abrupt snap-shot of where he was.
When Revik showed up at the door to the tent a moment later, smacking at bugs landing on his legs and then frowning when he remembered what the monks would say about that, he hesitated again, wondering if Dalejem would screw with him by sending him to the wrong tent. Somehow, after their confrontation in the jungle, Revik had an easier time imagining the other seer throwing him a random test.
Even as he thought it, Dalejem showed up at the tent’s opening, frowning at him. The green-eyed seer no longer even wore a towel. Revik stared down at his muscular body, right before he glanced over his shoulder, moving to block Dalejem’s naked body from view of the wider camp almost before he’d thought about it, even as he gripped his own towel tighter.
“You really think I’d send you naked and wet to another’s tent?” Dalejem asked him incredulously. His long, dark hair hung to his shoulders, wet and straight, and Revik felt his tongue thicken again.
“Are you going to let me come inside?” he said.
“That depends,” Dalejem said. He cocked an eyebrow at him. “Did you tell them?”
“What?” Revik stared at him, seeing seers pass out of the corner of his eye, and feeling them notice Dalejem’s nakedness. “Go inside the fucking tent!” he said. “Can we talk about this there?”
“No,” Dalejem said. “Did you tell them?”
“Tell them what?”
“What the fuck do you think?” the other seer said, frowning for real that time.
Revik just looked at him, then tensed, hearing laughter behind him as a few female seers passed. He glanced over his shoulder in time to see one of them looking pointedly at Dalejem’s crotch, a smile at her lips. Revik didn’t hear exactly what she said to her friend, but he got the overall gist. He glared back at the other male.
“Are you fucking with me right now?” he said.
“Meaning what?”
“Are you trying to make me jealous?”
“I’m honestly not sure. Why? Is it working?”
Revik felt his anger worsen, even as he glanced behind him again. “Am I supposed to make an announcement in the construct? Seriously? Right now?”
“Why not?” Dalejem’s eyes grew a touch colder. “You seemed to have absolutely no problem announcing your sexual needs to all of them last night, brother.”
Realizing he was serious, Revik exhaled in an open anger.
Opening his light then, he sent up a flare in the construct, if only to get the seers in the immediate vicinity to notice him. Once he had, silence fell over their whole area of the working Barrier space, and Revik felt suddenly a lot more naked than he had with the towel.
I’m rescinding my offer of last night, he sent clearly into that space. If you’re wondering why I’m interrupting your goddamned breakfast to tell you that . . .ask brother Dalejem, he added, letting his irritation be felt in the construct as well. I’m finding he’s a bit of a control freak.
Revik heard laughter that time.
In the pause that followed, he continued to feel open amusement in the Barrier construct, along with some knowing smiles about him and Dalejem, a few flickers of surprise and even a few pulses of annoyance. Some of those he even recognized by then.
Ontari was one of the loudest in the amusement side of things.
Revik couldn’t focus on any of that for long, however, since Dalejem was still standing there, arms folded, naked.
Moreover, he was now mouthing words at him.
Realizing what the seer wanted him to say, Revik clicked aloud, shaking his head.
I am also no longer taking offers, he added in that same space, rolling his eyes openly at the older seer. “ . . .Although I’m pretty sure that was implied with the first thing,” he added aloud to Dalejem, his voice holding a touch of real annoyance. “Now will you go back inside your damned tent? Or are you making some kind of offer of your own out here?”
Smiling, the seer bowed, then receded backwards through the flaps of the tent, holding one side open for Revik to enter with him.
Once inside, the other male didn’t wait. Catching hold of him by the arms, he had Revik down on the mat in a matter of seconds, pinning him to the cushion with both hands before he studied Revik’s face in the dimmer light.
“Are you really okay with this?” he asked then, still watching Revik’s face. “I think Balidor thinks I snapped . . .that I bullied you into being my sex slave in a fit of jealousy.”
Revik rolled his eyes, clicking a little.
“He’s not entirely wrong,” Dalejem added.
Revik laughed at that, too.
He was having trouble focusing though, especially when the other seer pressed his body against his side.
“I thought I was just an ex-Rook?” Revik said then, biting his lip when his pain worsened. “Who cares what I think? It’s all karma and bad spaces on my part anyway, is it not, brother?”
Revik meant the words as a joke, but Dalejem didn’t find them amusing.
He stared down at Revik instead, a frown pulling at his full lips.
“Don’t talk like that any more, Revik,” he said then, his voice serious. “I mean it. I hate it when you say things like that, brother. I don’t want to hear it any more. Not with me.”
“You don’t want to hear what?” Revik said, quirking an eyebrow at him. He was torn between amusement and annoyance. “About me having been a Rook? I was a Rook, Jem. I don’t think anyone’s going to let you forget that, especially not if we’re fucking.”
Dalejem winced.
“Don’t call me Jem, either,” he said, his mouth firming. “I like that you call me by my full name. Hardly anyone ever does . . .not even Balidor. And no, I didn’t mean you having been a Rook. I know you were a Rook. I don’t care. I meant about you being bad now . . .about you being somehow wrong or evil inside because of what you did in the past.”
Revik stared up at him, puzzled.
“But it’s true, isn’t it?” he said finally, when the other didn’t speak. “My light is corrupt now. It will always be corrupt from what I did.”
Dalejem’s expression grew genuinely angry.
“Your light’s not fucking corrupt, Dehgoies! Gods above! Are you an old man? That’s old fashioned, to think that way . . .and dogmatic. And untrue.”
“Don’t call me Dehgoies,” Revik said, his voice curt. “I don’t like it.”
“Fine . . .Revik,” Dalejem said, clicking at him. “I mean what I said. Stop thinking of yourself that way. It’s pissing me off. That’s not what those fucking monks are teaching you in those caves, is it?”
Revik thought about his words.
“No,” Revik said a moment later, shaking his head slowly. “No. That’s not what they teach.”
“Good,” Dalejem said. He exhaled, but didn’t let go of Revik’s wrists where he had them held down on the mat. “Then listen to them. Not those ignorant assholes in Seertown.” He paused, his eyes narrowing. “Is that why you don’t like to be called Dehgoies? Because of your adoptive family?”
Revik felt his jaw harden.
Looking down at him, Dalejem exhaled, clicking under his breath.
“I don’t care, Revik,” he said, shaking him lightly. “I’m not one who gives a damn about the prominence of the old clan families.”
“They do not like me,” Revik said.
“Is that all it is?”
“Isn’t that enough?” Revik retorted. “I never asked to be given their name. I did not want it, and they did not want me. I don’t care if the others call me Dehgoies, but I don’t want you to call me that. Do you have a fucking problem with that, brother?”
Dalejem soothed him with his light, sending warmth into his skin until Revik’s anger dissipated somewhat.
“No,” Dalejem said, his voice as calming as his aleimi. “I have no problem with that, Revik . . .and I am sorry. I won’t call you Dehgoies.”
Revik nodded, but still felt puzzlement coiling around his light.
Fighting to let it go, he shrugged.
“Are you having second thoughts about me, brother?” he said finally. He kept his voice subdued, careful not to push, even as he looked up. “This isn’t the conversation I thought we’d be having in here. Do you not want to do this with me now? Just tell me.”
Dalejem just stared at him for a moment.
Then he frowned.
Gripping Revik’s wrists more tightly, he pressed his erection deliberately against Revik’s thigh, closing his eyes for longer than a blink as he let out a low, pained sound. Revik groaned with him when he felt the pain in the other’s light. He let out a gasp when Dalejem opened, almost losing touch with the room when the other seer sent him even more of his pain. When he opened his eyes again, Dalejem’s expression had lost most of its hardness.
“I want to fuck you so badly I don’t know how to start this,” the seer said. “And I’m still jealous. I know you prefer females . . .and I’m not female, brother.”
Revik frowned, about to protest, then to argue maybe.
Finally, he shut his mouth, shrugging.
“So?” he said. “I don’t care.”
Dalejem nodded, but a frown touched his lips.
“We’ll figure that out later,” he said neutrally.
It occurred to Revik that was almost what he’d said when Revik talked about returning to the caves of the Pamir.
Before he could decide what to do, the other seer lowered his mouth.
They were kissing again once he had, harder once Revik started kissing him back. They kissed until Revik’s light began to open, until he started losing that clenching around his chest and heart, and then losing himself, first in the pain, then in the sensation, then back in the pain when it grew unbearable again, slanting out his mind.
By the time Dalejem ended it that time, Revik groaned, following him up with his mouth. He felt sick again, in a way he hadn’t the night before. Vulnerability lived there this time, not only fear, but an awareness of the other’s light, of his mind probing his.
“Are you going to let me in?” Dalejem asked, as if he’d heard him.
Revik hesitated, then nodded. “Yes.”
The seer’s expression grew taut, right before he kissed him again, hard, using enough light in his tongue to slant out Revik’s vision. He had the towel off Revik’s waist a moment later, and Revik felt himself handing over more of his light, even as that vulnerability slid into something closer to panic. Dalejem pressed more heat into him, trying to reassure him, even as he started exploring Revik’s body with his hands.
“Gods. Those fuckers marked you all over,” he frowned, looking down at him. He looked up at Revik. “I felt them, you know.”
Revik closed his eyes, too conscious of the other’s hands to think clearly.
“I’m sorry,” he managed.
Dalejem gripped his hair tighter. “You aren’t yet, but you might be later, brother. I’m not sure if I’m up for being gentle with this.”
Revik nodded. He fought to keep it off his face, but the other’s words immediately made his pain spike, nearly blinding him. When he could see again, Dalejem was watching his face, his expression intent.
Revik saw the understanding there and winced.
“That Rook was right?” Dalejem said, his voice neutral once more, despite the look in his eyes. “You want me to hurt you?”
Revik felt the other male thinking about the scars on his back when he didn’t answer. Revik didn’t feel judgment there, although he had been looking for it. Instead, he felt the other seer trying to decide what to do with that information exactly.
“It helps me . . .open,” Revik admitted, still watching that high-cheekboned face.
“Is it the only thing that helps?”
Revik fought with embarrassment, shrugging.
“No,” he said, then amended. “ . . .Well. Sometimes. It was difficult for me. It still is. In the Rooks, I think it was more sensation, though . . .intensity. Terian was big on that.”
“Then he really was your lover? That Rook in the clearing?”
Revik hesitated again, then nodded. “Yes.”
“For how long?”
Revik thought about that, too, feeling his face warm.
“We were exclusive for awhile . . .” He fought to remember those years, clenching his jaw when he only got impressions, pieces. “ . . .But he was unstable. I wanted women, and . . .” Realizing what he was saying, he flushed. “It was different. With Terry, it wasn’t much more than sex. We were friends.” Flinching again when he heard his own words, he added, “I mean, we were really friends. I took care of Terry. Watched out for him. He has a tendency to get obsessive, though, including with me. So I distanced myself . . .broke it off . . .”
He let out a lower groan when Dalejem started touching him again, pulling on his light.
He felt the older seer working over him more methodically now. He unwound structures around Revik’s heart and belly almost before Revik knew he was doing it, leaving him so open he didn’t know how to fight it, to pull any of himself back. He found himself growing conscious of the age difference between them, realized he didn’t even know what that age difference was, precisely.
But Dalejem was in the Ahdipan. Of course he would be good with his light.
Probably better with it than any seer Revik had been with.
Dalejem grunted, leaning into him again.
He’d let go of Revik’s other wrist by then, and clutched his hair, holding him down as he continued to work over his light and body.
“You had a lot more Adhipan than me last night, brother,” he muttered.
“Shut up about that,” Revik said, gasping when the other pulled on him harder.
Then Dalejem was massaging Revik’s body again, and Revik closed his eyes, fighting the part of him that continued to panic, even as he felt his pain worsen. He felt the other male still tugging at him with his light, experimenting, learning him with his hands and his aleimi. He found himself asking for more, pulling on him back, even as the other seer shifted focus, using his light to calm Revik down that time. When Revik looked up next, Dalejem was watching his face, studying him intently. He saw Revik looking back at him and sent another ribbon of pain in Revik’s direction, making him groan aloud, half fighting where Dalejem held him.
“Don’t,” Revik said. “Please. Let me give you head . . .”
“Not yet.”
“Please . . .”
“I don’t want to come yet. And I watched you last night. You like giving head, brother. A little too much, if you ask me . . .”
Revik flushed. He bit his lip, wanting to argue, then didn’t.
“How long are you going to punish me for this?” he said finally. “For what I did last night?”
“As long as I want, brother.”
Revik let out another groan when Dalejem’s hand and light started massaging his cock.
For a long moment, he couldn’t think at all. When his vision finally cleared, he was clinging to the other man’s arms, his light so wrapped in Dalejem’s he could barely see. He could tell without looking he was fully extended. He could feel the other male thinking about fucking him again, about intercourse, and Revik let out a heavier groan, clutching him tighter.
“I saw you as a kid, you know,” Dalejem said, switching the topic without changing tone. “When we shared light.”
Revik tensed, but didn’t avert his gaze. He tried again to see what the other male was talking about, but that time, Dalejem pushed him gently away from his light.
“You don’t need to see that right now, Revik.”
“You won’t tell me?”
Dalejem looked at him, then nodded slowly. “I will,” he said. “But not right now.”
Revik stared at him, fighting confusion, another whisper of shame that wanted to crawl over his light. He couldn’t see anything about what Dalejem meant, but the shame only worsened as he lay there, until he had to fight not to let it show.
“No, brother,” Dalejem said. He clicked softly, reassuringly, caressing his face with one hand. “No. I did not bring that up to embarrass you, or to hold the information over you. I’ll never share anything about you with anyone, Revik, not if you don’t want me to. I promise that you can trust me in this, no matter what happens with us. I’ll never try to manipulate you with that information either, or judge you for anything in your past . . .” Pausing, he added, his voice harder, “Well . . .apart from maybe orgies with my friends.”
Revik let out an involuntary laugh, gasping when the other seer went back to massaging his body. He let out a longer groan when he wouldn’t stop, and wouldn’t let him come.
“Please . . .” he said. “Please . . .”
“I want you to trust me, Revik.”
Revik shook his head, but not really in a no. “I do,” he said. “I do. It’s just . . .”
“ . . .You don’t really trust anyone,” Dalejem finished for him.
Revik hesitated, fighting to think past the other’s hands and light.
Then he shrugged, a sideways tilt of his head.
“I don’t know,” he said truthfully.
Revik closed his eyes when the other started touching him more deliberately again, losing himself in skin and light. He felt himself sinking into the mat, losing touch with what he was doing again, what they were even talking about. He cried out weakly when Dalejem started stroking the hirik, or hard end of his extended cock lightly with his fingers.
“Fuck,” he gasped. “Fuck . . .please. Please . . .”
He felt the other reacting to his words.
He realized that Dalejem was muting those reactions, too, at least from where Revik himself could feel them. Once he felt that much, Revik softened his body even more, turning to his side so he was facing him.
“Please, brother,” he murmured, looking into his face. “Please . . .I’ll do whatever you want. Anything . . .please . . .” He kissed him, using his light, pulling on him slowly, more sensually, even as his hand slid down his body. “Please,” he murmured. “Gods, please . . .let me . . .”
Dalejem laughed, even as he sent more heat into Revik’s belly, making him gasp.
Revik was still fighting for control over his light when Dalejem pushed him away lightly with his hand, then gripped his hair and shoulder more firmly to push him down onto the mat. Once he had Revik more or less on his back again, he pinned him by the wrist.
“You’re a dangerous little fuck,” Dalejem said affectionately.
Revik winced at the “little” comment, but didn’t speak.
Dalejem felt it anyway.
“I meant age, brother,” he said, rolling his eyes and clicking. He started massaging Revik’s body again with his free hand, starting with his chest and moving down his body. “Very little else of you is ‘little,’ brother . . .certainly not this,” he said, pulling harder on his cock with his light.
Revik groaned, even as the other’s hand brought another low cry to his lips.
When he could see again, Dalejem frowned.
“Why would you take my words that way?” he said.
Revik let out another gasp when he started touching him again.
“Please,” he said finally. “Please . . .gods, please . . .”
“Stop begging me, brother,” Dalejem said. “Trust me, I’m hard enough as it is.”
His words came out soft, cajoling, reassuring once more, but his eyes had grown sharper, more predatory. His hands grew stronger on his body, too.
“Don’t worry,” he said then, touching his face. “You’re going to get what you want, Revik. It’s not been easy for me, holding you off even this much . . .”
He kissed his mouth, even as he shifted his weight over him, until he was half lying on him. Revik groaned a little from having his weight on him, feeling his pain worsen.
Looking down at his face, Dalejem gripped his wrist tighter.
“ . . .Balidor gave us the day off,” he added, his green eyes studying Revik’s. “I have food in here . . .and water. My bunk mates have already been relocated to other tents.” His sculpted mouth hardened to a frown, even as Revik felt the other seer’s pain grow more prominent in his light. “So other than when you have to take a piss, brother, and barring any kind of emergency, I wouldn’t expect to be leaving this tent any time soon . . .”
Revik laughed, in spite of himself.
Before he could get very far into it, though, the other male had his hands on him again. Revik gasped, fighting to pull himself back . . ..then abruptly lost control over his light, letting out a cry that was almost pleading when the other seer didn’t stop.
Somewhere in that, the male seer entered him.
Revik let out a longer cry when he did. He realized only afterwards that they would hear him outside of the tent, that he could feel some of them listening, even now. He felt Dalejem’s awareness of that, too, a lingering jealousy in his light, anger from the night before . . .right before he arched into Revik for real, a heavier cry leaving his throat.
Feeling the possessiveness there, even apart from the actual physical sensation of what they were doing, Revik groaned aloud, fighting him with his hands, gasping in pain.
He found himself pleading with him again, losing track of his own words.
It didn’t matter, though.
Dalejem didn’t answer him. Not even to tell him to stop.
It took Revik a few minutes more to realize that he wouldn’t answer him, not anymore.
For now, at least, Dalejem was finished talking.
 



CHAPTER 14
ALWAYS

REVIK LET OUT a sigh, leaning his head back on the dirt.
He knew the other seer wouldn’t let him get away with lying there for long, but he closed his eyes anyway, then shielded them with one hand, gazing up through his fingers at the slanting green and gold light filtering through the leaves of the trees.
When Dalejem tugged on his hair, using his light to pull at his attention, Revik tilted his head back, smiling up at the seer’s face. He adjusted his back slightly as he did it, moving the root jutting out of the ground to a more comfortable place by his spine.
“We’re supposed to be training, you know,” the older seer chided.
Revik nodded, feeling the smile pull at his lips.
Dalejem rolled his eyes, clicking at him.
Revik heard the other seer’s amusement that time, though, and let his smile creep wider.
“Don’t give me that look,” Dalejem scolded, prodding Revik’s shoulder with a booted foot. “You are a shameless flirt, do you know that? Anyway, Balidor isn’t going to let us keep getting away with this. He pulled me off regular rotations, brother. He allowed it as a favor to you, to let me help you with this . . .and we’ve spent two whole days out here, now. Mostly fucking and staring at clouds . . .with some light picnicking and a few naps in between.”
Letting out a low chuckle, Revik turned over onto his stomach.
Then, after gauging the other’s light briefly, he crawled up leisurely onto his hands and knees. He kept moving forward in that way until he was more or less in the other seer’s lap. When Dalejem burst out in a laugh, meeting his gaze from only a few inches away, Revik lowered his head, and pressed his cheek against his, nuzzling him briefly before sliding his face down kiss the seer’s neck.
Pulling on him with his light, Revik slid his hand inside his vest then, massaging his belly.
“You are impossible,” Dalejem grumbled. “A hopeless sex maniac.”
“Tell me to stop,” Revik cajoled.
Dalejem made a low sound, from deep in his chest, wrapping an arm around Revik’s neck when Revik’s hand slid further into his clothes. When Revik started unfastening his shirt, though, Dalejem frowned.
“Are you really so determined to never relearn your infiltration skills again, brother?” he complained. “You might need them, you know . . .or do you plan to join those monks of yours on a more permanent basis?” Letting out another low sound when Revik’s hand traveled lower, he added, his voice strained, “Did it occur to you that maybe Adhipan Balidor has an ulterior motive in this? One that might allow us to spend a lot more time together than just these few weeks, brother?”
Revik raised his head, frowning down at him.
“What?” he said.
Dalejem laughed at his expression, rolling his eyes in exaggerated seer-fashion. Sliding his fingers into Revik’s black hair, he gripped him almost fiercely in his fingers.
“Damn you,” he said, looking up at him. “I’m hard as iron now, you know.” He caressed Revik’s face, his voice dropping to a murmur. “You’re beautiful, brother,” he said. “Gods, you’re beautiful. Are you trying to drive me crazy on purpose?”
Revik closed his eyes, longer than a blink, then leaned his face against the other seer’s.
“Are you going to tell me what you’re talking about?” he said. Nudging him with his chin, he sharpened his voice. “ . . .With Balidor?”
Dalejem laughed, pushing at his chest.
“You already know what I’m talking about,” he said, clicking at him. “Balidor wants to recruit you to the Adhipan. If we actually spent this time out here doing what we’re supposed to be doing, it might convince him to do it sooner rather than later.”
Revik frowned, staring into the seer’s light green eyes.
“Bullshit,” he said, blunt.
Dalejem laughed again, clicking at him. “Gods, you look young sometimes,” he said, his voice affectionate. “You seriously did not know this? What do you think we’re doing out here? We could fuck in the tent and be more comfortable, you know.”
Revik’s frown deepened, even as he sat back on his heels.
Resting his palms on his thighs, he looked at the other seer in confusion.
“Why would Balidor want me in the Adhipan?” he said finally.
Dalejem burst out in another laugh. “You are joking, right?” he said.
Revik shook his head, once. “No, brother. I am not.”
Sitting up, Dalejem stared at him, his green eyes holding a more prominent veneer of incredulity. “Gods, brother. You really are serious.”
Revik felt his puzzlement turn to irritation. “Are you just going to keep saying that?” he said. “Or are you going to tell me what the hell you’re talking about? I’m not joking. I’m clearly not joking . . .and I have perfectly valid reasons for asking.”
Revik let his irritation be audible.
“ . . .Is it something to do with Kali?” he said. “Because my actual sight rank is shit since I left the Rooks. I don’t even remember most of what I knew there . . .and what I did know I’ll have to entirely relearn, according to Vash, given how I did those things before, and how dependent I was on the Rooks’ construct. Why the hell would Balidor want me anywhere near the Adhipan, given all that?” Still thinking aloud, he added, “Does he think I might give him intel? On the Pyramid? Because I would do that, anyway, brother . . .assuming it isn’t all gone. He does not need to recruit me for that.”
Dalejem only gaped at him.
Then he closed his mouth with a snap.
“Do you have any idea what your potential sight rank is, brother?” Dalejem said, his voice holding disbelief. “Any at all?”
Revik shook his head, once. “No,” he said. “I haven’t been tested since––”
“Fuck testing,” Dalejem cut in, gesturing sharply with one hand. “Who said anything about testing? Do you know?”
“No,” Revik said, frowning at him. “How could I?”
Dalejem just stared at him again.
Then he sat up, abruptly, a string of curse words in Mandarin bursting out of his lips. His voice still mostly sounded incredulous, borderline shocked.
“Gods, Revik! You are serious.” Still staring at him, Dalejem gestured expressively with one hand. “Why in the seven realms do you think Galaith had you so high in the structure of the Pyramid at your age? You’re a fucking savant, brother. You’ve got more above your head than any seer most of us have ever seen, apart from maybe Balidor. Or Tarsi.”
Revik blinked at him.
Then he frowned, wondering if Dalejem was pulling his leg.
Dalejem let out another incredulous laugh. At Revik’s irritated look, the green-eyed seer held up his hands in a peace gesture.
“Okay, brother,” he said. “Okay. Fine. Then tell me. Explain this to me. Why in the hell do you think Galaith had you down as his successor, out of all of the hundreds of thousands of seers at his disposal in that network?”
Revik clicked under his breath.
“It’s different in the Pyramid, Dalejem,” he said, shaking his head. “Most of that is b.s., and you know it. We borrowed the abilities of other seers . . .lots of other seers. There’s a whole library of skills inside the Org network. Any of us could access these things.”
But Dalejem was shaking his head, too, clicking louder.
“It’s not that simple, and you know it, brother,” Dalejem warned.
“It is that simple!”
“No,” Dalejem said, sharper. “It is not.”
At Revik’s silence, Dalejem exhaled again, once more shaking his head. “Gaos,” he said. “How can you be so fucking intelligent and so completely dense at the same time? It is a puzzle, brother. Truly.”
Revik felt his fingers clench on his thighs.
“Fuck you,” he said coldly.
Dalejem let out a humorless laugh. “Gods. You’re turning me on like you wouldn’t believe right now, brother, so don’t tempt me . . .” Seeing Revik’s jaw harden, Dalejem caught hold of his arms, pulling him closer so that Revik half-leaned on his chest. “I’m not making fun of you, damn it,” Dalejem said, that denser affection in his voice. “I’m dead serious. How did you not know that Balidor wanted you to become one of us? Everyone in the camp knows. They have known since you first arrived here.”
Revik shook his head, even as a pain sharpened in his chest.
The pain worsened as he thought through the other’s words, letting them become real in his head. He thought about living in the Pamir with Dalejem, rather than in the cold, empty caves of the monastery by himself. He thought about what it would be like to go on ops with him, to share a bunk with him, to be able to train with him and the others like he had been.
Pain slid hotly over his light.
Revik felt a slow, dense tug of the same coming off the seer holding him, pooling like molten liquid in his chest.
“You’d like that?” Dalejem said, softer.
Revik rolled his eyes, clicking. Still, he felt his face warm when he nodded.
Glancing up, he gave Dalejem a harder look.
“Would you?” he said, sharper.
Dalejem rolled his eyes, a smile teasing the edges of his mouth.
“What do you think, brother?” he said, grunting. “I’m about to forget all of my resolutions again today, and undress you once I’m done reassuring you . . .which should give you some indication of how much I like that idea.” Smiling at Revik’s averted eyes, Dalejem shook him a little. “And for that matter, why do you think Balidor assigned me to do this job, rather than another of his seers? Do you think that was purely generosity of spirit on his part?”
Pausing, the green-eyed seer answered his own rhetorical question, puffing out his cheeks dramatically before he spoke.
“He thought I had sufficient motivation to try and make you work at this, brother,” he said, as though the answer were obvious. “He thought I might have my own reasons to want to see you pass the trials sooner rather than later . . .”
Revik nodded, then glared at him, feeling that heat return to his chest.
“You would not lie to me about this, Dalejem? Because that would be . . .unkind.”
“No,” Dalejem said, shaking his head. His eyes turned incredulous. “What possible motive would I have to toy with you like this? You think I don’t want you to come with me? I’m in love with you, brother . . .I’ve all but told you that.”
Revik’s anger deflated, all at once.
Staring into those green eyes, he felt the pain in his chest worsen.
“You love me?” Revik said.
Dalejem laughed. “You look surprised.”
“I am surprised,” Revik admitted.
He hesitated, thinking about the other’s words, about what he felt himself, trying to decide if he should say something in return.
Before he could make up his mind, Dalejem shook him lightly by the arms again.
“No,” the other seer said, clicking softly. “Think about it later, Revik. Tell me what you feel later. Don’t tell me anything now.”
Revik hesitated, then nodded to that, too. Looking up, he studied the seer’s eyes once more, focusing on the violet rings around the lighter green of his irises. Pain shivered back through him, stronger that time, enough that his vision blurred.
“Can I give you head?” he asked. Pausing on the pain that slid off Dalejem’s light at his question, Revik added, “We can work on infiltration after that. Or shielding. Or whatever you want. I’ll work harder at it this time, too . . .I vow it.”
Dalejem burst out in a laugh. “Is this a bribe?”
Revik smiled, placing his hand deliberately on the other man’s thigh, then rubbing it slowly with his palm.
“You have given me an incentive,” he said, inclining his head.
Dalejem slid his fingers into his hair again, gripping him tighter. “Fine,” he said. “Promise me you really will try harder, though. You should be able to do this stuff in your sleep, Revik . . .I mean it. So promise me you will really try to work at this.”
Revik nodded, acknowledging his words with a gesture. Then, quirking an eyebrow, he said, “You mean on the infiltration, right?”
Dalejem laughed aloud at that. He let out a low gasp a moment later though, as Revik began unfastening his pants.
“I do love you, brother,” Dalejem said, his voice a murmur. “Those aren’t just words.”
Revik hesitated. Feeling embarrassed somehow, he smiled, letting his voice turn teasing. “Is this a sex-love, brother?” he said, returning his eyes to Dalejem’s belt.
“You mean a crush?” Dalejem said, smiling faintly. “A fixation?”
Looking up, Revik shrugged, answering only with his eyes.
Dalejem laughed again. Revik could feel the other seer liking the expressiveness of his face and eyes, even his silences when they contained more than one meaning, and the way Revik had a tendency to talk with his hands. Dalejem liked those things about him enough that another ribbon of pain coursed through his light as he thought about them.
The other seer’s pain tightened Revik’s chest. He found himself caressing Dalejem’s jaw, wanting him again, letting the other seer feel his want.
“I may have those things, too,” Dalejem admitted. “But no. It’s not only that, brother.”
“How can you be sure?” Revik said.
Hearing his own voice, he realized the question was real.
Dalejem caressed Revik’s arm with light fingers, then his face, fingering the last remnants of the bruise he’d given him when he’d punched him in the face, over a week ago now. Then Dalejem smiled at him yet again, clicking the roof of his mouth softly with his tongue, even as he began massaging Revik’s chest with strong fingers.
“I can tell the difference, brother,” he said, his voice a murmur again. “One is for now, for today, for tomorrow . . .for whenever my cock gets hard around you, which, admittedly, is most of the time right now. The other, is, well . . .”
He made a vague gesture with one hand, smiling a little.
“The other is always,” Revik finished, pulling it off the seer’s light.
He knew the quote. He remembered it from the caves.
There was a silence after he said it.
In it, Revik felt his face warm.
He looked away from Dalejem’s face when that silence stretched, gazing out over the view of the valley above their small corner of the jungle. Refocusing his eyes on the distant curve of sky, he saw a colorful bird flying between canopies across the field, what might be a toucan from the brightness of the plumage.
Revik was still looking out over that expanse, at the muggy, yellow-tinted sky, when he jumped a little, feeling the other’s hands on him again.
Dalejem didn’t smile that time when Revik turned.
He only looked up at him, his green eyes serious.
“Exactly that, brother,” he said, caressing his face. “ . . .Exactly what you said.”
Revik felt the pain in his light worsen, right before he lowered his mouth.

They got back to the camp late.
Well . . .later than they had planned. The sun had just sunk below the highest of the distant mountains, coloring that muggy air a pale pink and blue streaked with pieces of orange and red.
Just before Revik wandered off to find them food, he watched Dalejem head for their tent to drop off the pack he’d brought with them up the hill.
They’d spent the rest of the afternoon working on sight skills.
Well . . .mostly.
Blocking at first, but then Dalejem moved Revik into resonance, then actual working skills. He started the second half of their work by instructing Revik to demonstrate his ability to resonate with different spaces, throwing him a lot of secondary and tertiary links and then greater to see if he could follow the trails. Revik found himself losing himself inside the complexities of different Barrier frequencies and lights, remembering spaces and structures behind those waves that he’d almost forgotten.
At the end, Dalejem tested him on a time jump, too, using one of Dalejem’s own past ops as their target.
By then, Revik found he was actually enjoying himself.
Well, at least until he saw too much of the evening after the operation itself, and a fleeting imprint of Dalejem spending the night with Yumi, which caused another argument between them. Revik finally shut his mouth when Dalejem pushed back, then pointedly started asking Revik questions about Mara, and then about his time under the Rooks . . .and finally about his fixation on Kali, and how Revik had acted towards her in Saigon.
Somehow that argument ended in them fucking, too, although Revik couldn’t remember who started things that time, either. He only knew that halfway through it, he’d almost forgotten why he’d been angry in the first place, and by the end he didn’t care at all.
Then, when they ran into Yumi, Dalai and Ontari on their way back down the hill, Revik found himself remembering why and got jealous and annoyed all over again.
They’d more or less sorted that out by the time they got back to camp, however.
Anyway, as Dalejem reminded him, more than once on the walk back, it was normal for seers to get angry with one another while setting boundaries around a new arrangement. They would both be touchy for awhile, assuming they decided to remain exclusive.
Revik knew that was true, too.
He knew it, but still had to bite his tongue when Yumi winked openly at Dalejem on that trail, right before she smirked down at where the two of them held hands.
“Have a good afternoon together, brothers?” she had asked them with a smile. “You look . . .disheveled,” she had added, her smirk growing more apparent.
“Please just let it go, brother,” Dalejem said, when Revik saw him next. “I did not keep anything from you. It was nothing . . .a bad night with too much pain.”
Standing there, Revik only nodded, biting his tongue.
He’d brought two mugs of chikre over from the kitchen, a kind of meal-like soup in lieu of dinner. Carrying them back to where Dalejem sat on the log, saving the two of them a spot to sit, Revik stretched out his hand, offering one of the mugs to the other seer. Smiling up at him, Dalejem caressed Revik’s thigh through his pants, accepting the offering with a pulse of warmth.
“Is that really all you want?” Revik asked him, gruff.
When Revik sat down next to him, Dalejem wrapped a muscular arm around him.
You don’t have to worry about me, brother, he told him softly. Truly.
Revik nodded, forcing his shoulders to relax.
Balancing his arms on his thighs, he exhaled again, then forced himself to let it go.
When he glanced across the fire, he saw Mara watching them, a hard look in her hazel eyes. Revik didn’t let his gaze rest there for long, however.
Even so, he felt Dalejem stiffen slightly.
“Don’t play these games with me, brother,” Dalejem murmured, gripping him tighter.
Revik shook his head, clicking softly. “I’m not.”
“I mean it . . .”
“I’m not,” Revik cut in, looking at him seriously. “I promise you. You don’t need to worry about me, either. I swear it.”
Dalejem studied his eyes briefly, then nodded, visibly relaxing.
“Okay.”
Revik watched the seer drink the chikre, and a sliver of pain touched him again. He looked away, feeling that they were being watched by others in the construct . . .but not before Garensche burst out in a low chuckle from a few yards away.
“They are disgustingly cute,” he boomed in his deep voice, ostensibly talking to Vikram, but grinning directly at Dalejem and Revik. “I wholeheartedly agree, brother. It is quite vomit-inducing. In fact, I think we should seriously consider banning them from sitting with the rest of us . . .”
From the other side of the fire, Ontari laughed.
“That is not too extreme, brothers?” he called out, winking at Revik when he caught his eye.
“I do not think so,” Garensche said, his voice still loud. “If they won’t share, then I think they should take their toys into the other room . . .”
“Don’t call the ex-Rook a toy in front of Jem,” Mara said, her voice holding a darker bite. “He tends to get a little touchy about that kind of thing.”
Revik saw Ontari put a hand on her thigh when she said it, shaking his head perceptibly, and she gave him an annoyed look, pursing her lips.
Dalai smiled at Revik from the other side of the fire, too. “Now that the Bridge is born, maybe the fact that Dalejem has a companion is another sign of the impending Displacement?” she suggested, leaning against the chest of Nulek, who sat on the log with her.
Garensche laughed, but Revik found himself staring at Dalai, turning over her words.
He didn’t want to ask, but found himself looking at Dalejem anyway.
The male seer nodded, making a “more or less” sign with his hands.
“Yes,” he said neutrally. “They are saying it is her now. The Bridge.”
Revik nodded.
He felt the information catch in his throat, however.
Remembering what Kali said to him by that swimming pool in Saigon, Revik fought with a sharper pull in his light, what felt almost like claustrophobia, mixed with a darker feeling he didn’t want to probe close enough to see clearly. Whatever it was, he couldn’t quite shake it off, not entirely . . .nor could he eradicate the memory from which it came. Rather, something about what Kali had said to him that day felt more like prophecy than it ever had.
It didn’t make him feel special, though.
More, it felt like a train was bearing down on him in the night, one he couldn’t outrun, or even avoid by changing direction.
Revik felt Dalejem’s hands grow stronger on him once more, massaging his back, trying to get him to relax. Avoiding the seer’s gaze, Revik looked into the fire, following the sparks and flames with his eyes.
He didn’t look up until Yumi spoke, and then only in reflex.
She seemed to be staring at him when he raised his eyes. The tattoo on her face appeared to move strangely under the liquid orange of the flickering firelight.
“It won’t be long now, brothers and sisters,” she intoned softly, her voice less joking than the others’ had been. “It won’t be long, so we should enjoy this time, this quiet before the storm. It won’t be long now. I feel it very strongly tonight. Since we got here, really.”
There was a silence after she spoke.
Then Ondati broke it, smiling at her, his own cup of chikre clutched in his muscular hands.
“It won’t be long for what, sister Yumi?” he asked her.
“Before our lives change again,” she said at once, smiling back at him, that more serious look still in her eyes. “With the Bridge here, nothing is certain any more, my brothers and sisters. Nothing.” She made a sharp gesture with one hand, then looked back at Dalejem and Revik.
That time, the smile reached her eyes.
“Only love is certain,” she said then, her voice warm, along with her light. “Only love can take us through these times. Remember that.”
Revik tensed at her words, even before he fully understood them, feeling them lodge somewhere in his chest, along with Kali’s words from five years before. Yumi continued to smile at him as he sat there, that deeper meaning shining out from her dark eyes.
“Only love is always,” she said, quoting the same passage as Dalejem had, earlier that day.
Revik sucked in a breath, staring at her.
Next to him, he felt Dalejem’s light react, too.
Yumi only smiled though, her eyes flickering away, roaming over the rest of them.
“Treasure it, brothers and sisters,” she said then, speaking to all of them.
She raised her mug in a toast. Revik watched, unmoving, as the other seers around the fire followed suit, raising their mugs as she did, their faces serious now.
“Treasure the always moments,” Yumi said, her voice solemn, almost a prayer. “For they are rare. And while forever, they are fleeting, too. Especially in these uncertain times.”
A more serious mood fell over the small group around the fire.
Revik watched as the rest of the seers raised their cups in a silent salute, drinking to seal them within their hearts.
Even Dalejem joined them, his mouth and eyes as serious as the rest as he took a long drink of the chikre Revik had given him.
Only Revik sat there, unmoving, his fingers clamped around his own metal cup.
He watched them all drink, feeling that dread settle deeper into his light.



CHAPTER 15
BIRTH

“ . . .BECAUSE SHE WISHES you there, brother,” the seer said, frowning at Revik where he sat at a wooden table. Revik saw the Adhipan leader glance at Dalejem, who sat next to Revik and somewhat behind him on the long bench.
Then Balidor looked back at Revik himself.
“She wishes you there,” he repeated. “So you will go.”
Revik shook his head, without looking up from the plate in front of him on the table. Resting his arms on the wooden planks, he shook his head again.
“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Revik said. “I don’t want to go.”
“She asked for you,” Balidor said, exasperated. He looked at Dalejem again. “She wants to speak to both of you, actually . . .”
Revik looked up at that, his face taut. “What?”
He’d moved his body slightly in the pause, almost without knowing he’d done it, inserting himself somewhat between the Adhipan leader and the man sitting next to him. He’d done it with his light even more than his body, and from behind him, Revik heard Dalejem smile, even as his fingers gently squeezed Revik’s shoulder, rubbing the muscles in his back.
It’s all right, brother, he murmured. Relax.
Revik glanced at him, feeling his face warm slightly, then looked away from both of them, gazing off into the jungle without really seeing it.
“What does she want?” he said finally.
“She wants to see you,” Balidor repeated, his voice holding more of an edge. “It is a great honor, Dehgoies, to be asked for by name like this. She has given birth to an intermediary being, it is confirmed that it is so. It has been almost three weeks now, and she is finally safe to be moved, so she wants to see certain people before she goes. She asked for you specifically, brother. You were the very first name on her list . . .”
When Revik didn’t look up, or change expression, Balidor’s voice grew openly exasperated again.
“Brother!” he said. “There isn’t much time. She will go into hiding after this! You must know that. Do you have any idea how many seers would jump over any obstacle to be granted the honor you have been given? Do you understand the smallness of this time window, as well, given what this birth means . . .to all of us?”
Revik felt his jaw tighten more, but didn’t look over.
“Then they really do think it is her?” he said. “The Bridge?”
“Kali thinks so, yes.”
“What about the Council?” Revik said.
“Vash has not made an official pronouncement,” Balidor began more warily. “I am not sure I am at liberty to share his impressions, brother . . .”
“Do you believe it?” Revik said, looking up at him almost accusingly.
Balidor clicked at him, but some of the charge dissipated from his light.
“I have seen things to make me believe it, yes,” he answered, his voice more subdued, but more sincere-sounding, too. “And I am learning to trust her . . .your Kali.” He ignored Revik’s wince at his phrasing. “She is definitely a seer of far-reaching sight. I feel no duplicitousness in her at all . . .so yes. I believe she is telling us the truth.”
“Assuming she knows the truth,” Revik muttered.
Dalejem squeezed his shoulder again, exuding reassurance.
Clicking softly to himself, Revik fought with his own light.
He was still sitting there, silent, when Dalejem pulled him closer, wrapping his arm around his waist. Revik felt the other seer look up at Balidor, but he still jumped when Dalejem spoke, his words decisive, uncompromising.
“We will go,” he said, ignoring it when Revik stiffened.
“We will?” Revik retorted, looking at him.
“Yes,” Dalejem said, smiling at him. He winked, then his eyes flickered back up to Balidor. “When does she want us?”
“Two hours,” Balidor said at once.
The Adhipan leader hesitated, as if about to say more, then seemed to think better of it, and simply walked away, moving fast that time.
Revik watched him go.
Once he had, Revik turned his head, frowning at the green-eyed seer who sat beside him. His anger lost some of its charge when he saw the other man’s expression, and he found himself studying the violet rings around the cooler shade of green in those sharp, intelligent eyes.
“You are speaking for me now, brother?” he said finally.
Dalejem chuckled. Leaning past him, he tugged Revik’s fork out of his hand, scooping up and then taking a mouthful of the pile of beans and salsa Revik had on the plate in front of him. Revik couldn’t help reacting a little, watching the seer eat his food, so he just watched him, silent, trying to decide if he was angry or not.
Chewing and swallowing, Dalejem paused to kiss Revik’s neck.
“Don’t be afraid,” he said. “You’ll be fine, brother.”
Feeling what the other meant, Revik tensed more, giving Dalejem a harder stare.
“You think I don’t trust myself with her?” he said angrily.
There was a pause where Dalejem studied his expression cautiously.
Then he shrugged, placing the fork back on Revik’s plate.
“I think you are worried about offending me, yes,” he said, his voice matter-of-fact. “I think you are a little worried about her husband, too . . .” Feeling Revik’s anger sharpen, Dalejem cut him off by winding his arm further around him, pulling him tighter against his body. He silenced him also with his light, even as he sent warmth into his limbs, massaging his chest.
“I also think you are happy,” Dalejem said, his voice a murmur against his neck. “ . . .I think you have not been happy for some time, brother, but you are now . . .as am I. I think you do not want to do anything to fuck that up. And I don’t, either.”
Revik stopped struggling at that, thinking about his words.
He couldn’t help but hear the truth in them.
He lost his train of thought when the other male started massaging him more deliberately again, his hands moving lower on his body.
“You won’t,” Dalejem murmured then, kissing him again. “You won’t, Revik.”
Revik frowned, thinking about that, too.
“How do you know that?” he said finally.
He heard the bitterness in his own voice.
He didn’t look back to see if Dalejem heard it too, but he felt the other seer’s smile anyway, right before he pressed his face against Revik’s neck.
“I won’t let you, brother,” he said, kissing him again.
Thinking about that, too, Revik found himself sighing, relaxing into the other man. After another pause, where they simply wound into one another’s light, he sighed again, nodding that time, even as he closed his eyes.
“All right,” he said, reluctant.
“All right?”
“Yes,” he said.
Dalejem laughed quietly again, kissing his shoulder as he slid his hands under his shirt. Revik felt the other seer wanting sex. He knew they were supposed to help Ontari and some of the others scout a Barrier anomaly that had some of them concerned, what looked like a larger force coming out from someplace in South America. He also knew that probably wouldn’t take two hours, at least not to do the preliminary work.
Even so, he didn’t move, or try to remind Dalejem of that fact.
For a long moment he just sat there, feeling the other seer breathe, listening to his heart beat against his back. His mind flickered to the handful of seers talking by the fire not far away, and then to the fainter sounds of birds and monkeys coming from the jungle.
He was happy, he realized.
More than anything, the realization surprised him.

Revik stood outside a long, hut-like structure, overly conscious of stares as a group of indigenous humans watched him warily from a nearby fire pit.
Dalejem stayed close to him, wrapping him in his light, but Revik couldn’t help but be nervous, considering what he knew waited for him inside the hut itself, in addition to the suspicious and not particularly subtle stares of the humans.
He’d already been warned against pushing these humans.
He couldn’t even push them to look away.
While this particular tribe had no contact with outside humans at all, Kali was an honored guest here, having some tie that went back to her earlier years, which Balidor explained had been spent in part in South America. Revik didn’t ask how long ago that was, but he definitely got the sense that the ancestors of these particular humans, rather than the humans themselves, had been the ones to forge that particular treaty, and likely long before any Europeans made their way out here, at least in large numbers.
It occurred to him he didn’t know how old Kali was, that he’d never thought to ask her that question during their brief time together in Vietnam.
In any case, being an intermediary, she likely had the ability to create and cultivate alliances that differed significantly from those accessible to more run-of-the-mill seers.
These humans were protective of her.
That much, Revik could feel without any ambiguity whatsoever.
They stared at Revik and Dalejem more in fear for her and her child than for themselves.
Also, Revik felt, in fleeting whispers of their alien minds, they thought he looked human. They weren’t close enough to him to see that his eye color was clear, not gray or blue, so to them, he looked like a light-eyed human, if a tall one.
Realizing he was staring again, and that it wasn’t endearing him to any of them, Revik shifted his gaze back to the long hut in front of him, with its palm-covered roof.
Most of the structure was open, to catch the breezes as they wafted through, he imagined, but they had created a private segment in the middle of it, so Revik couldn’t see past what looked like organic and cloth curtains that hung from the rafters inside the structure itself. He saw gourds hanging from the ceiling and what looked like mats on the floor, woven grass and more palms, unlike the organic and semi-organic cloths the Adhipan used in their own tents.
He continued to look around, feeling his light darting around in quick scans, when Dalejem wrapped an arm around him again, calming him with his light.
They will come for us now, brother, he sent, soft. She is asking for you. She wants us each to come alone, though.
Alone? Revik sent, tensing.
One at a time, Dalejem clarified. His hands continued to massage Revik’s back, almost without Revik noticing he was doing it. Calm down, brother. Her husband is there. The child, too. You won’t be alone with her.
Revik felt his irritation returning, but Dalejem blew more warmth over him.
That wasn’t an accusation. Calm down. You’re not reacting to what you think you’re reacting to, anyway . . .at least not from what I can tell.
Meaning what? Revik sent, looking at him.
Meaning, I think Kali was probably right, Dalejem said cryptically, his light still gently probing Revik’s. Feeling Revik about to ask, he answered before he could. . . .In Vietnam, he clarified. About you reacting to her daughter more than to her. The Bridge.
Revik felt his jaw clench more.
He didn’t answer, though.
Anyway, he didn’t have time.
One of the local humans showed up at the opening to the hut, and pointed directly at Revik’s face. Revik found himself looking at the bright orange paint on the man’s skin, and the piercings and tattoos on his face and in his ears.
The man pointed to him again, saying something sharp in his own language.
Revik didn’t try to read him for the specifics.
Anyway, the message was pretty clear.
Nodding, then holding up his hands in a peace gesture, Revik started to move towards the opening of the hut, but Dalejem caught hold of him first, pulling him back before he got very far. Revik had only just turned around when the seer was kissing him, putting light into his tongue and hands as he clasped Revik around the waist. He coiled his light into Revik’s intensely enough and possessively enough that Revik let out a surprised sound, then got instantly hard.
He kissed the other seer back, losing himself in light, then pulled away when the male human started shouting at him again from the doorway.
When Revik broke off with Dalejem, looking over, the male human shouted at him again, gesturing sharply from the dark opening between the two wooden poles, then stomped his bare foot. Feeling more eyes on him as well, Revik glanced over at the fire pit as he took a step away from Dalejem, and saw the female humans there staring at the two of them, their eyes wide in dark faces, as if he’d just turned into a ghost.
He didn’t probe that any deeper, either.
Come back to me, brother, Dalejem sent to him softly.
Glancing at him, Revik nodded, swallowing a little as he released the other seer’s hand.
Then, hardening his light against any more outside impressions, he followed the painted human into the darkness of the palm-roofed hut.

The human pulled back the curtain, pushing Revik through the opening before he’d really wrapped his mind around entering, either.
Revik found himself standing just inside of the door, in a warmly lit space taken up mostly by an almost Western-style bed, where a woman sat, leaning against a wooden backboard. The mattress looked to be sitting on a frame made of the same type of wood as what formed the outside frame of the hut itself, although the mattress might have been more palm fronds stuffed inside cloth, or maybe something the seers had brought with them from the United States.
A man lay sprawled on the mattress next to her, looking down at a small bundle wrapped in a blanket who rested between them.
Revik realized that must be the baby.
He avoided looking at all three of them directly, especially Kali.
He shifted his eyes up, instead, to look at the netting that surrounded their little enclave, seeing human fabrics wound in and around with the organic cloths that kept out the insects. He followed the construction with his eyes, seeing where the cloth hung from rods and created a makeshift roof, like they’d built a full-sized tent inside the hut.
It was cooler in here, so the fabric must have properties with which he wasn’t familiar.
Someone had hung what looked like indigenous religious totems of some kind over the bed, too, along with a Christian cross, something that looked old, and an image of the sword and sun. The more local-looking totems evoked protection somehow, so were probably meant to keep out bad spirits. Revik studied them briefly with his eyes and light, then felt a ripple of amusement from the bed, from what had to be Kali.
“Do you plan to acknowledge me at all, brother?” she said, even as he felt it.
Feeling at least two sets of eyes on him now, Revik tensed, his face warming despite the cooler air inside the tent compared to outside.
He lowered his gaze reluctantly, and found Kali smiling at him.
She looked genuinely happy to see him, which threw him a little, too.
Clearing his throat, he bowed, formally.
“I hope you are well,” he said, a little stiffly.
She laughed at that, and he flinched a little.
He remembered that laugh. It sent a shiver of memory through him, of standing on the banks of the Saigon river with her, flagging down a boatman so he could get her the hell out of there. He pushed the memory from his mind, even as he glanced at the male lying next to her.
He had looked up from the bundle on the bed, although his fingers continued to stroke a small arm Revik could see there. Feeling a strange pain in his chest at the sight of that pale skin, Revik flinched, then looked up, and found the male staring at him warily.
Revik shifted his weight on his feet, and then looked back at Kali.
“You wanted to see me?” he said lamely.
She laughed again. “Gods, brother! Do I warrant so little warmth from you? Won’t you come here at least? Give me a kiss?”
Revik shifted his weight again, glancing at her husband. “I would rather not, sister. No offense.”
At that, the male grunted, what was almost a laugh.
“I won’t hurt you, pup,” he said. “Not that I want to discourage that concern in you,” he added, a bit more darkly. He glanced at his wife, sharply enough that Revik got the sense she’d poked him with her light. Rolling his eyes at her, he clicked under his breath, then gave Revik a somewhat measured, if marginally more friendly look.
“I am Uye,” he said.
Staring down at the tiny fingers wrapped around his thumb, Revik swallowed again.
He still didn’t make any move towards the bed.
“You are with someone now,” Kali said.
Revik turned, looking at her again, and saw her green eyes studying him shrewdly.
“You are,” she said, glancing up at his face. “Are you not?”
He nodded. “Yes.”
“Will we meet this mystery person?” she said, quirking an eyebrow at him. “Why did you not bring them with you?”
Revik felt his confusion worsen.
Hesitating, he glanced behind him, at the curtain that covered his exit. At a loss, he looked back at her, his voice uncertain.
“He is here,” he said. “Outside.”
She smiled. “Why did you not bring him in?”
Revik’s frown deepened. “I was told you wanted to see each of us alone.” Seeing the confusion in her light, he said, “You asked to see him. He is here because you summoned him, sister. I thought you knew.”
Kali’s lips pursed, right before she glanced quizzically at her husband.
Revik saw the male shrug, no expression in his blue eyes before they shifted back down to the bundle lying before him. Once he was looking there, his eyes grew instantly warmer once more, holding a love Revik could almost feel.
The feeling of protectiveness emanating off the other male was so tangible that Revik felt it as nearly a physical force. He found himself noticing that Uye had a bruise on his neck, too, and cuts on his hands and arms. He remembered he’d been in a human prison then, and that he’d only been released from it recently, and probably not the easy way.
Looking back at Kali, Revik found her looking at him again, that denser scrutiny back in her eyes.
“Why did you want Dalejem then?” Revik said. “What do you want with him?”
There was a silence.
Revik saw understanding flicker in her eyes then, even as she and her husband exchanged another brief glance. Then Kali looked up at him, smiling, and Revik found himself reacting to the warmth in her light in spite of himself.
He saw Uye give him a sharper look, and shielded himself more carefully.
“Do you not want to hold the baby, brother?” she said, her voice holding affection again.
“No,” Revik said, unthinking.
Uye grunted another laugh, glancing at his wife.
“You do not?” Kali said, puzzled once more.
Revik shook his head, once. “No.”
That pain returned to his chest then, sharper. Revik saw Uye staring at him once it had, a harder look in his blue eyes. That time, when he looked at his wife, Uye frowned. Revik saw the male look at the baby on the bed, then back at Revik, right before Uye’s light thickened perceptibly, enveloping the baby lying on the bed in an even denser shield.
Kali clicked at her husband, a gentle rebuke.
Revik could tell by the expressions on their faces that they were probably talking.
“Did you want something from me, sister?” he said finally.
Both of them looked over, as if he’d interrupted them.
Realizing he had, Revik made an apologetic gesture with one hand.
“I am sorry,” he said, short. “I don’t know what I’m doing here.”
Kali sighed a bit, sitting up more on the bed. Shoving the covers aside then, she swung her legs over the side, and Revik saw that she was wearing a pale green skirt, lighter than her eyes, along with a tunic-like shirt. The style of them almost looked Indian in origin.
She got to her feet a moment later, and walked up to him.
Revik just stood there when she embraced him, closing his light even as his eyes flickered nervously to the male on the bed.
When Kali smacked him lightly on the chest with her hand, Revik looked down, startled.
“I thought you would want to see her,” she said reproachfully. “I thought you would want to see me,” she added, her voice holding an even sharper rebuke. “Instead you stand there, refusing to say hello, acting like I am torturing you, brother, by even inviting you here. Is Uye really so frightening?”
The male on the bed chuckled softly, glancing up. Smiling at Revik for the first time, he rolled his eyes a little, looking fondly at his wife.
Revik found himself relaxing slightly, too.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
She smacked him again, and he jumped.
“Don’t be sorry!” she scolded. “Say hello.”
Revik rolled his eyes a little, clicking under his breath. “Hello, Kali.”
“Are you glad to see me?”
“I am glad to see you are well,” Revik said, feeling his jaw harden. He glanced at Uye again before adding. “I was worried about you. I am glad you will be leaving soon . . .all three of you,” he added, seeing Uye’s quirked eyebrow.
“And you are afraid of my daughter, too?” she said.
He shook his head. “No.” Fighting to think, he sighed then, clicking more normally. “Kali, I feel strange. What you told me in Vietnam . . .how am I supposed to react to that?”
Uye grunted from the bed again, glancing at his wife.
Revik distinctly got the impression it was an “I told you so” type of look.
Kali only laughed however, sliding her arm around Revik’s waist. “You don’t want to hold your future love interest in your arms then, brother?”
“As a baby?” Revik retorted. “Not particularly, no.”
Thinking about her words, he felt his frown deepen. Meeting her gaze directly that time, he let her see it, even as he shook his head.
“I’m not comfortable with this, sister. I think I should go.”
Kali released him with a sigh, but he saw a knowing look in her eyes, too. “Because you are in love now?” she asked him gently.
Revik felt his face warm.
Glancing behind him, at the blank wall of curtain at his back, Revik clicked again, hearing the irritation in the sound he made.
“Stop picking on him, wife,” Uye said from the bed. “I’d just as soon he not have an interest in our daughter just yet, if it’s all the same to you . . .”
Kali rolled her eyes at her husband, her mouth firming, then looked up at Revik, studying him more carefully with her leaf-colored eyes.
“Brother,” she said gently. “I am happy for you. Truly.”
Revik shook his head again, but more because he didn’t know what to say.
He glanced at the bundle on the bed again, in spite of himself.
For the first time, he opened his light a little. Just enough to feel . . .something. Maybe to convince himself he wouldn’t.
Instead, that pain in his heart worsened, grew unbearable.
He felt the familiarity there.
He felt it, and found himself fleeing from it.
“I have to go,” he said. Hesitating, he leaned down, kissing Kali on the cheek. “I wish you all health and happiness, sister,” he said, and meant it, even as he closed all three of them out of his light. “I am sorry I did not try to thank you sooner, for what you did for me in Saigon.” Hesitating, he looked up then, meeting Uye’s gaze. “I am sorry for my behavior with your wife, brother . . .truly. I was sorry even then, even in that state.”
Uye grunted at that, but his blue eyes softened somewhat.
“I appreciate that, brother,” he said, once again caressing the arm poking out of the bundle on the bed.
Revik hesitated, then nodded, looking down at Kali. “I should go.”
She nodded, a faint sadness in her eyes as she looked up at him.
“Brother,” she said. She laid a hand on his arm before he could move. “You cannot tell her.”
Revik frowned, staring down at her. “Tell her? Tell who?”
Kali clicked at him softly, even as Uye made an amused sound from the bed. She gave her husband an annoyed look, pushing her long, dark hair out of her face.
“I apologize,” she said to Revik, glancing again at her husband. “He says I always leave out about ten words out of twelve . . .” When Revik’s confusion only worsened, Kali clicked again, seemingly at herself that time. “Our daughter. You will meet her, brother, and when you do, you cannot tell her about us.”
“Why not?” Revik said, frowning.
She shook her head. “You just cannot. She cannot go looking for us. It would be very dangerous for her . . .if it were to happen too soon. So you cannot tell her.”
Revik felt his confusion worsen. “Look for you?” he said. “Why wouldn’t she know where you are?”
“None of your business, pup,” Uye growled from the bed.
Kali clutched Revik’s arm though, giving her husband a hard look.
“Be polite, husband,” she scolded him. She looked back up at Revik. “I cannot explain it all, brother. I really cannot . . .or I promise you, I would. Just remember that I said this, and promise me that you will do as I ask. If you truly want to repay me for what I tried to do for you in Vietnam, then promise me you will do this for me.”
Looking down at her, Revik exhaled in a sigh, nodding.
“Of course,” he said. “I vow it.” Hesitating, he continued to look at her eyes. “Is there anything else you want of me, sister?” he said. He glanced at Uye. “ . . .Either of you?”
From the bed, Uye let out another half-laugh.
Kali only shook her head, smiling at him.
When Revik turned to go, however, she stopped him again, clasping his hand. Revik turned, and was startled to see tears in her eyes.
“You are loved, brother,” she told him softly, clasping him tighter. Her words turned almost fierce. “ . . .I hope you know that. You are very deeply loved.”
Revik nodded, feeling his confusion worsen, along with a denser pain.
Even so, he didn’t understand what she meant.
Nor did he want to.
Feeling another pulse of light off the bundle on the bed, he found himself struggling to breathe, feeling suddenly claustrophobic again. He wanted to get the hell out of there, then, but he didn’t want to jerk his hand away from the female seer. He glanced at Uye, and saw the male watching the two of them, no expression on his face. Giving him a last nod, Revik turned to go, disentangling his fingers gently from Kali’s.
“I should go,” he said, softer.
Kali only nodded that time, releasing him.
Revik turned, reaching for the cloth door again, when Uye raised his voice.
“Revik!” the seer said.
Revik froze, then turned, his hand already grasping the organic curtain. He met the gaze of the male seer on the bed.
The blue-eyed seer stared at him, zero compromise in his ocean-colored eyes.
“You may be loved,” he said, his voice holding a soft lilt of humor. “But you hurt my daughter, brother, and I’ll hunt you . . .” he said. A pulse of that protective light shimmered off his prone form, even as a smile touched his lips. “ . . .No offense.”
Revik swallowed.
Then, tightening his grasp on the curtain, he nodded.
Feeling his face warm, he gestured to the seer that he understood.
Then, pulling back the organic cloth with a sharp jerk . . .
He fled.



CHAPTER 16
LOVE

REVIK WAITED OUTSIDE on a tree stump after Dalejem disappeared inside the hut.
It was getting dark by then, and he found himself wishing he had a hiri stick with him, even though he hadn’t smoked them since he’d first gone to stay with those monks in the Pamir.
Looking up, he watched the stars move slowly on their tracks, fighting not to mark time with his light or his eyes.
Still, he couldn’t help it.
It felt like Dalejem was in there for a long time.
Far longer than Revik himself had been.
Then again, he hadn’t really tracked how long he’d stood inside that curtained space, either, not until he got outside and saw that the position of the sun had changed.
He watched the humans whose village it was cooking over the their fire pit, mainly boiling something in a large, cast-iron pot. He saw them laughing with one another a few times. He’d been sitting there long enough by then that he didn’t garner more than the occasional curious stare. He saw an older male on the far side of the clearing, too, burning some kind of plant and chanting over a stone basin, what might have been an altar.
Revik reached out his light tentatively to what the man was doing, asking permission from the Barrier if he could see what it meant.
Immediately, the space opened.
Revik saw beings there, connected to the Earth, and again got a strong feeling of protection. He felt love there, too. Love for Kali and the Bridge . . .and what felt like a pact.
When Revik’s eyes clicked back into focus, he saw the medicine man looking at him.
Revik raised a cautious hand in greeting, and the old man laughed, shaking his head as he turned his attention back to the fire.
Wrapping his arms around his ribs once more, Revik averted his gaze, wishing again he had a smoke, or maybe just something to eat.
He kept his light away from the hut that whole time.
Even so, he felt that pain in his heart a few times, seeing flickers of that bundle on the bed, a golden light that stood over this place, shrouding it in a kind of Barrier mist.
He could feel the parts of him that it pulled, but he didn’t want to get very close.
He was starting to get antsy again when a figure appeared at the door.
Revik blinked, then made out the form of Dalejem, and stood up.
The other man saw him when he did and walked directly up to him.
“Come,” he said, avoiding Revik’s eyes. “Let’s go.”
“What?” Revik said, staring at him. “What did she say to you?”
Dalejem looked at him that time. Revik saw a glimmer of some emotion there. It was too dark for him to get more than a fleeting glimpse, much less to catalogue it in a real way. The other seer had his light shielded for the first time in days. He looked at Revik wearing what almost felt like his infiltrator’s mask, even as he exuded warmth from his heart.
Then he inclined his head, aiming it towards the path back down the hill.
“Let’s walk and talk,” he suggested. “I’m hungry.”
Revik just stood there.
He felt a pain building in his chest.
Turning his head, he stared back at the darkness of the opening into the hut, feeling an anger coiling in his heart, shimmering hotter before he could pull it back. He felt himself losing control over his light, but he couldn’t make himself care about that, either.
“She told you,” he said, his voice an open accusation. “She told you. Didn’t she?”
“Brother, calm down.”
“Fuck you with your ‘calm down’! I don’t want to calm down. Just fucking tell me what she said to you, Dalejem!”
“Not here,” he said.
“Yes, here!” Revik snapped. “I want to talk about it here! Right now!”
“Brother . . .” Dalejem’s voice grew warning. “This is not a good place for this.”
He pinged Revik’s light, pulling his eyes towards the fire pit.
Revik turned at the impulse, unable to help himself. Once he had, he saw that all of the humans sitting there had fallen silent, including the medicine man by the stone basin on the other side of the clearing. Those nearest stared at him and Dalejem from the flickering light of the flames, their expressions still, almost forbidding in that warm, orange light.
“We cannot fight here,” Dalejem said, soft. “They won’t permit it. Not this close to her.”
Revik felt his jaw harden, but didn’t speak.
When Dalejem tried to take hold of his arm, Revik jerked it away. He took a full stride backwards, once again struggling to breathe, fighting not to yell at him again. His jaw hardened as he stared at the other male.
Then, realizing he was on the verge of striking him, he turned, abruptly, and began walking down the path into the jungle.
He closed his light, but he knew the other seer followed him.
He knew it without turning his head.

He considered picking a tent at random to sleep in, avoiding the other seer altogether.
He didn’t eat with him, although that was almost worse.
He felt the eyes on the two of them, whispers of speculation about what had happened. A few of them frowned at Dalejem, probably because they could feel Revik’s anger at the other male from where he sat on the opposite side of the fire, eating chicken and rice without looking at any of them.
He had no idea how Dalejem himself reacted.
Even so, Revik fought with what to do when he’d finished eating.
Finally, he realized he didn’t have any appetite left, and walked the plate over to a bucket they had been using for scraps. Dumping the remainder of his chicken inside he washed the plate in the plastic bin, then put it on a rack to dry.
He considered walking again, just disappearing into the jungle, but when he turned around, Dalejem stood directly behind him.
Without speaking a word, he took Revik’s arm roughly in his hand. He started pulling him towards the tent they’d been sharing, walking fast.
Revik considered fighting him.
Then he considered yelling at him.
In the end, he didn’t do either.
Dalejem tugged him inside the tent flaps and Revik braced himself, sure the seer would try to force him to talk. Instead, Dalejem closed the flaps to the tent, then turned around and promptly started to undress him. Revik felt his pain spike when the other yanked the shirt off his arms, then tugged roughly at his belt, unhooking it without preamble and then unfastening his pants. Revik only stood there, fighting back anger, nausea, what felt like a black hole that lived somewhere in his chest.
Something about the abyss that lived there felt more familiar than even her light had been. That darkness wanted to annihilate him from the inside out, to stamp out the last part of him that felt anything, that gave a damn about anything.
He didn’t know he was crying until Dalejem caressed his face.
“Brother,” he murmured, kissing his tears. “I love you, brother. Don’t do this. Please.”
“You’re leaving me,” Revik said. It wasn’t a question. It was barely coherent. “You’re fucking leaving me because of that bitch . . .”
He didn’t even know what he was saying.
Or which one of them he was even talking about.
The other seer pulled him deeper into the tent, then down onto the mat.
Revik barely knew where he was, what was happening, and then the seer was inside of him, pinning him to the ground.
He let out a low gasp, closing his eyes as the seer groaned over him.
“Gods,” Dalejem cried out. “I love you,” he said, arching into him harder.
He cried out again as his light swam over Revik’s, fighting to open him, to pull him apart from the inside.
“Gods, don’t do this brother,” Dalejem pleaded. “ . . .Please. Please. Let me in . . .”
Revik closed his eyes, blinded him with pain, even as he fought to block it.
“I love you, brother . . .” Dalejem murmured, softer. “Let me in, brother . . .please.”
Revik only stared up at the roof of the tent.
He felt like his chest had been hollowed out with something like a broken bottle. He lay there, gasping out tears, even while he came, groaning when the other male managed to open his light enough to get him there. Then Revik just lay there, unable to move as he spasmed against the other man. He felt desire building again in Dalejem’s light by the time he’d finished, and Revik clutched the other seer around the neck.
His chest started to hurt all over again.
“I hate you,” he told him, clinging to him tighter. He knew how young he sounded, but he didn’t care. “I fucking hate you . . .”
Dalejem stroked his face, kissing him, sliding his light deeper into his.
“I know, brother,” he said, soft. “I know.”
“I hate you . . .”
Dalejem pooled even more of his light into him, cradling him in his arms.
Biting his own tongue, Revik gripped him harder, fighting to breathe.
He pressed his face against Dalejem’s shoulder as the other seer wrapped him in his light, tugging him open gently as he stroked his hair.

Kali and her people left the next day.
Revik barely listened as Balidor addressed the entire group.
The Adhipan leader spoke through the Barrier that time, using the construct so that he didn’t have to shout to be heard over the sounds of the jungle and the rustle of clothes and murmurings of the sixty or seventy seer infiltrators gathered in the main area of camp between the several dozen tents.
The current group was now bigger than any Revik had yet seen. It included the entire team that Revik first came with, plus the Adhipan infiltrators who had assisted in freeing Uye from the SCARB prison in Los Angeles and escorted him down the coast to South America.
Revik fought not to look for Dalejem’s face in that crowd.
He hadn’t seen him since that morning, when he’d crawled out of the tent while the other seer was still asleep. Revik had barely slept himself, and when he couldn’t stand lying there anymore, he’d gone for a walk in the jungle in the hours before dawn, watching the sun come up from a hill not far from the hill where Kali’s people had camped.
He felt pings to his light a few times while he sat there.
Some of those were questions . . .pleas.
Dalejem wondering where he was. Dalejem wanting him.
Revik blocked it all out. He didn’t answer him, and eventually, the questions stopped.
When he came back to the camp for breakfast, an hour or so later, he hadn’t seen Dalejem, either.
Now, standing in the crowd of other seers, he wondered about that, too.
Although Revik’s focus remained elsewhere for most of Adhipan Balidor’s speech, he still heard snippets. Balidor’s words continued to fill the background of his mind even as he looked for Dalejem’s face, scanning the features around him more urgently.
 . . .have been asked to split our forces, following our break of the camp here, Balidor sent, his tone businesslike over the construct dome. We have been asked by the Council, in particular by father Vash, to expend at least some of our resources to try and learn more about this force from the south, since they do not appear to be affiliated with SCARB or the regular Org hierarchy. The rest of us will be joining our brothers and sisters back in Asia, so as not to alert the Org to the movements of sister Kali and her husband and child. She and her mate say they are well-fortified now, and by those who know well how to keep her safe, and out of view . . .
Revik watched a colorful bird where it alighted on a nearby palm tree.
It called out a musical string of notes, and another bird, from deeper inside the jungle, answered it, repeating those same notes back.
The pain in Revik’s chest returned as he listened, a low, dull throb under his ribs.
 . . .I am sorry I could not tell any of you this earlier, Balidor sent into the construct next. But we are losing one of our brothers on this day. For reasons of security, we could not announce his departure until now. But know that it is his wish that it be so, and that it is a higher calling to which he has been sent. I know many of you will still be grieved to see him go . . .
Revik flinched, expecting to hear his name.
He’d already been told what his fate would be.
Ironically, it would be the exact one he had asked for, so Balidor was right in a way, it had been his wish. It just wasn’t his wish anymore.
He understood Balidor’s reasoning when he’d explained it.
 . . .Brother Dalejem, Balidor sent, his thoughts holding a thread of sadness. He will no longer be wearing the Adhipan colors, my brothers and sisters . . .
Revik’s head and eyes jerked around.
He stared at where Balidor stood in the open area by the fire pit, certain he must have heard him wrong. As he did, Revik felt his breath stop in his chest.
 . . .Brother Dalejem has been given another assignment, my brothers and sisters, Balidor continued solemnly, his thoughts clear inside the space of the Adhipan construct. One for which he was chosen by the gods themselves. We are to wish him swift wings on his flight, and send him all of our love as he embarks on this new calling, which speaks only to his higher light and the honor with which he has bestowed us by being with us all of these years . . .
Revik felt his breath squeeze tighter in his chest.
It felt as if he’d fallen under the weight of a stone, his heart crushed inside bones and earth like the tightened fingers of a fist. He found himself scanning faces in the crowd, looking for Dalejem’s openly now, but he didn’t see the green-eyed seer anywhere.
 . . .Of course, brother Revik will also be returning to his enclave in the mountains, Balidor added, his words inside the Barrier space still weighted with feeling. I know you will join me in feeling immense gratitude for what our young brother has risked for us, both body and light, by joining us in our mission out here . . .and what he endured personally in order to keep the Bridge and her family safe at this critical time . . .
Revik continued to scan faces, ignoring the smiles aimed in his direction, the pings of warmth from nearby seers as they acknowledged Balidor’s words.
Revik didn’t feel Dalejem in any of it.
He didn’t see his face.
Hesitating only another second, he opened his light. He looked for him openly that time, searching for the familiar resonance. Then he pinged him . . .and when that didn’t work, he called out to him in the space. Finally, in desperation, he opened his light completely, offering it up in the space, begging the other seer to answer.
He didn’t answer, though. Because he was no longer there.
When Revik sent out a harder blast, using more of his light, he saw a few seers around him flinch, turning their heads in surprise, but none of them were Dalejem either.
He really wasn’t there.
Pain hit Revik’s heart as he found he understood, as the reality sank into his awareness.
Dalejem was gone. He’d left with Kali.
He was just . . .gone.
He cried out, unthinking, even as eyes turned towards him again in surprise, their expressions twisting in sympathy when they saw who it was. Revik stared back at all of them, fighting to shut himself down, breathing too much, until he couldn’t see, couldn’t hear the words being spoken by the gray-eyed seer, even from inside the Barrier.
He felt hands on him then, voices in his mind and his ears.
He felt their concern flicker around him, but he didn’t want to listen.
He didn’t want to hear any of it at all.
Somewhere in that, someone must have knocked him out, because all at once, the world eclipsed around a single dot . . .
 
And then he was somewhere else.
Wind played gently with his hair, whispering by his cheek.
He found himself standing at the edge of the world, looking over a landscape of endless light.
A golden ocean lived there.
Red clouds massed at the horizon, but they were distant still, only a warning, not anything he could touch or feel yet . . .not anything he would have to face by himself.
Silent. It was still here . . .still as a held breath, despite the wind and the curling white foam of crystal waves and the calling gulls. Those same rolling waves lapped shores of pure, white sand, wetting his bare feet where he stood. A shocking, turquoise sky swam overhead, still as glass, but filled with light, so much light . . .shimmering in tiny fragments of life and meaning where birds flapped silent between beats of his heart.
He was alone there.
He was alone . . .
But somehow, being alone was okay.



CHAPTER 17
RETURN

REVIK OPENED HIS eyes, realizing only then that someone stood in his room when they gently touched him with their light.
He didn’t feel any alarm.
He let himself come back gradually, until he felt the room itself as it seemed to creep back around him. The stone floor grew solid under his legs even as he smelled the particular scent of the rock walls, the smell of incense probably from the open door leading out of his room.
Sitting was getting easier for him.
A lot easier.
Revik found he actually craved these sessions now, hungered for them.
It wasn’t for the escapist reasons he might have cynically expected when they first brought him inside these rock walls. The opposite felt true, really. More and more, Revik felt the layers of who he was being slowly peeled back, exposed to the light so that he could finally just accept what lived beneath all of the countless masks and veneers.
He could finally just allow it to be, without trying to change any of it.
On the other side of that, things felt simpler, somehow.
At the very least, Revik found he could see some fraction of the truth behind all of the things and people he had been. He could see the common thread running between them, some deeper core to his light . . .that thing which seemed to remain there, no matter what he did or who he was in the outside world.
Maybe, for now anyway, that was enough.
Anyway, Revik found that the more he did this, the more he lost any true interest in his own past . . .or even in himself.
The world felt larger here, as funny as that was.
Too large to waste on meaningless regrets.
When he finally opened his eyes and looked up, he found Tulani standing there in the doorway, smiling at him. As usual, the old monk wore sandals and his sand-covered robes, his dark hair wrapped into a clip at the base of his neck. Revik blinked to clear his eyes then rubbed the back of his neck, shifting his weight and then stretching out his feet.
“You needed something, brother?” he asked politely.
Tulani nodded, his smile growing warmer. “You have a visitor, brother.”
“A visitor?”
Revik just stared at him for a moment, his mind blank. He didn’t feel any alarm, even then, but confusion swam over his aleimi as he tried to think through possibilities, then to pull it from the monk’s own light.
The male laughed, though, blocking his attempt.
“No, no,” he chided affectionately. “You must come see for yourself.”
“Is it Vash?” Revik said, his voice curious.
The seer clicked at him, laughing again. “You are so suspicious, brother! It is quite funny, you know, given where you are. Do you really imagine enemies coming out of the rock walls, just to torment you here?”
Shaking his head in spite of himself, Revik clicked in a wan humor, too.
It was difficult to stay all that tense around Tulani, anyway, Revik found.
It seemed sometimes, that all the old monk did was smile.
Pulling himself stiffly to his feet, Revik smiled back at him, making a polite gesture with one hand. “Well?” he said. “Are you going to take me to this mysterious guest? Or must I find them on my own in this maze, too, brother?”
Tulani laughed again, waving for Revik to follow him.
“I will take you,” he said, glancing over his shoulder as he walked down the narrow stone passage. “ . . .We would not want to lose you in these caves, brother Revik . . .although I’m quite sure you would not be the first acolyte to get lost in here . . .”
Revik snorted a little, pausing to nod a greeting to two other monastics as they passed, who smiled at him in return.
He glanced down at his feet, noting he was barefoot, then realized that wouldn’t matter, either. It was nearly summer in the Pamir, and while the caves remained cool in the hottest of the summer months, they never really got cold.
Revik followed the much shorter male through a few more twists and turns, realizing they were heading for the common areas. When they made the last turn into where the cave walls opened up, revealing a much larger space, Revik realized also that the monk had brought him to the least-often used of those room, the one that used to serve as a meditation hall before they’d moved those functions to a different part of the caves.
Revik’s eyes slid up the rock wall as soon as they entered the larger room, taking in the faded mural that had been painted into the stone, probably more than a thousand years before he had been born.
He found himself looking at the figure in white at the top, which held a lightning-infused staff, one foot on the Earth, the other in the heavens. The staff spun gold and white light up into the heavens, forming an arc of cabled light that reached from Earth to a shimmering, deep gold sea surrounded in dark blue clouds.
The figure wore all white, and stood alone in a night sky.
She holds light between both worlds . . . Revik’s mind murmured.
When he looked down, he saw a man standing there, gazing up at the same mural.
Even as Revik took in the infiltrator’s uniform, the black armored pants and organic vest, the male seer turned, his green eyes widening when he saw Revik standing there.
Then he burst out into a grin.
Revik just stood there, feeling shock, staring at Dalejem.
It had been half a year since he’d seen the other seer.
Before he could recover, the male seer walked up to him, embracing him with both arms, wrapping one tightly around Revik’s waist. He clasped his back with the other, his fingers gripping his shoulder, and then his neck.
“Gods,” he said, a moment later, releasing him long enough to look at him. “Gods. You look so different . . .even your light . . .”
His words trailed, and then Dalejem was studying him with his eyes and light, even as he continued to scan him. He still held his arms, gripping him tighter and smiling, even as tears began to run down his face.
“What are you doing here?” Revik said.
He stared at the other male, feeling his chest clench. Remembering where he was, he looked around them then, and realized Tulani had already left them alone.
“What am I doing here?” Dalejem said. “I missed you! What the fuck do you think I’m doing here? I wanted to see you, brother, before I started my next assignment . . .”
Revik fought to get his equilibrium back.
His chest hurt, even as he shook his head, fighting to disentangle himself from the other male’s light. “No. I can’t do this, Dalejem . . .no.”
“Brother.” The other seer caught his arms, pulling him back. “Brother . . .please. Let me see you. I can’t stay long. Just let me see you . . .let me say goodbye to you at least, goddamn it!”
Revik shook his head, fighting the closing in his chest.
He hadn’t felt anything like this since he left Brazil.
He wouldn’t look at the seer now, but he didn’t fight him all that hard, either. He ended up following him, stiff-legged, when Dalejem brought him to a faded couch that sat under the mural in the room. Dalejem sat him down, then curled up on the cushions beside him, pulling him closer as he warmed his light with his. Revik felt the other male’s hands on him then, touching him, caressing his skin, and winced in spite of himself, pulling away.
“Jem . . .no,” Revik said, glaring at him.
“Don’t call me that.”
“Fuck you.”
“Gods, brother . . .I don’t want to fight.” His green eyes filled with tears, even as he caressed Revik’s face with one hand. “You left that morning. You left, brother. Before I could explain. Before I could tell you anything. I looked for you everywhere before I left . . .I called for you . . .”
Revik frowned, his jaw hardening.
Before he could think of what to say, the seer kissed him, leaning into his chest and coaxing his mouth open with his lips and tongue. Revik found himself kissing him back, almost before he knew he meant to, until he was gripping the other man’s hair, losing himself in his light, pulling on him to bring more of Dalejem’s light inside his.
When they paused Revik let out a groan, kissing him again, holding him tightly enough that he might have been hurting him by then.
By the time they next parted, both of them were panting, and Revik saw that the other’s eyes had glazed. The seer’s hand fell on Revik’s groin then and he gasped when Revik pressed his erection against his palm, gripping Dalejem’s face in his hands.
“Explain,” Revik growled, staring at him. “You said you wanted to explain things to me that morning. So explain. Fucking talk, Dalejem . . .”
The seer closed his eyes, then pressed his face against his. Kissing his neck, he made another low sound, then sighed, looking up at him.
“Brother, I serve the Bridge.”
Revik’s jaw hardened. “So?” He released his face abruptly, leaning back on the couch. “Do you want a fucking medal?”
“You understand,” Dalejem said, clicking softly. “I know you do.”
Revik found his eyes shifting up. He stared at the white figure at the top of the mural, and felt his jaw harden.
“So Kali managed to split us apart.” He turned, glaring at the other seer. “It occurred to you, didn’t it? That getting you away from me might have been their real goal?”
Dalejem only shook his head. “I do not think so, brother. She cried when I told her. They both seemed surprised, her and her husband.”
“Maybe it wasn’t her, then,” Revik said. “I noticed Balidor didn’t want me in the Adhipan, either, not once you were spoken for.”
“Revik . . .no.” Dalejem caressed his thigh. He shook his head again. “No. That’s not what you think, either. It’s really not.”
“Then what is it?” Watching the look coming to the seer’s face, Revik shook his head, clicking sharper. “You can’t tell me that, either? Is there anything you can fucking tell me, Dalejem?”
“I’m sorry, brother,” Dalejem said, his voice softer. “I really can’t. Only that they have another job for you. They need you here for that. For now, anyway.”
Revik fought to think about that, too. The vagueness around it was too much, though; it only brought another swell of frustration and that denser grief. Shoving it aside, he looked back at Dalejem, fighting not to react to the sadness in his eyes.
“Who asked for you?” Revik said, feeling his jaw harden. “Who exactly?”
Dalejem shrugged, tilting his hand over his knee. “I do not know, brother,” he said, sighing. “Who knows anything with these things? Kali said she knew only that it was to be me. She did not know how she knew. She saw me with her daughter . . .protecting her. She could not risk her daughter’s life by sending me away. Not even for you, brother.”
Revik only sat there, fighting to think.
He felt the part of him that wanted to be angry about it still, to have someone to blame. But it hurt to be angry about it, even now. Maybe especially now, since he could already feel that Dalejem wouldn’t be staying.
When he looked up next, the seer was wiping tears from his face.
“Only for the night, brother,” he said, holding his hand. “They gave me leave to see you, but I cannot be gone long . . .” He hesitated, then said, “It is unlikely I will be able to be back. They warned me about this. I can’t tell you the particulars, brother . . .I wish I could.”
Revik nodded again, staring at the stone floor beneath the mural.
He’d known that, too, though.
Looking up, he felt some part of his chest unclench, even as he let out a humorless laugh. Staring up at the mural, he couldn’t help thinking that Tulani might have picked this room on purpose. Knowing him, he would see it as a favor, a means of reminding Revik of the broader perspective surrounding his own, petty problems.
A means of getting past the pain to the truth of it.
Tears came to his eyes as he thought it, but he took Dalejem’s hand.
Raising it to his lips, he kissed his palm, pulling the seer closer so he could wrap his arms around him. He felt the seer’s relief, an almost mind-numbing feeling of gratitude, as Dalejem wrapped his light and body around Revik’s.
For a long moment, they kissed again, then they were only holding one another, immersed in each other’s light, caressing each other through their clothes.
“I missed you,” Revik murmured, resting his head on the other male’s. He kissed his hair, tugging him closer, until he’d pulled him, armor and all, halfway into his lap.
Pain bled out of the other seer.
Pain, and so much love, Revik closed his eyes, biting his tongue as he opened to let it all in. Then he was stroking Dalejem’s hair and back, opening his light even more as he felt the seer sigh against him, gripping him by the arm and shoulder.
For a long time after that, neither of them spoke.
Even so, Revik found his eyes scaling that rock wall again.
His gaze stopped on the smiling form of the woman in white. She held that charged light between her hands, too, but it was softer than that of the figure on top. Inside that glowing circle, Revik saw a faint image of the gold of that ocean.
Next to her, a boy sat smiling, his eyes filled with joy as he played in the star-filled sky next to her open hand.
Between his hands glowed a blue-white sun.
Revik felt tears return to his eyes as he traced the course of those lines, seeing the boy laughing where he held the light of both worlds between his hands. A golden ocean still beckons in the background, faded and dark, a bare scratch in the stone, but Revik remembers that, too, and not only from the lines he’s read in the old books.
He remembers what it is like there.
It’s real to him now.
Between those curling flames, bisecting that light and dark, a perfect white sword glows softly in the night sky.
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PROLOGUE
 
“I DON’T THINK we should see each other anymore,” said her boyfriend of three months, practically a record for her.
The nerve of him. Breaking up with her, and in person. Evangeline would have never thought he had the balls to do it face to face. She’d always pictured Derek more as an email or texting kind of guy.
“May I ask why?” She didn’t really care; however, she couldn’t deny a curiosity as to his reason. Her last few boyfriends just stopped calling and moved without leaving a forwarding address. Despite the brevity of their relationships, they’d known her well enough to not stick around.
“You’re just too evil for me,” Derek answered with a shrug, ducking his head in an attempt to appear apologetic.
Too evil? Most women would have taken offense at his claim, but he spoke the truth, a nasty habit of his. What a shock, though, that he acted as if it were a flaw. Could she help her natural inclination to do harm instead of good? So she possessed malevolent tendencies, it wasn’t as if she killed people—often. The way I look at it is if they’re too mentally deficient to get out of my way then they deserve to die before they do something even more dim-witted, such as procreate. Evangeline held a low tolerance for people she deemed TSTL – too stupid to live. Congratulations, Derek, you’ve just become the newest member of that group.
What made the remark by her ex-lover ironic was Derek made his living as a thief, but unlike Robin Hood, he didn’t steal to give to the poor. Derek stole to supplement his extravagant lifestyle, yet the smug bastard had the nerve to call her evil? Not to mention, break up with her? I decide when things are over. Not this pathetic excuse for a man.
“Is there any particular reason you chose to break up with me now?” So close to her sister’s wedding and totally messing up her plans to bring a plus one. “It’s not like you didn’t know my reputation before we began seeing each other,” she commented, pursing her lips and placing her hands on her hips, a sign of agitation he foolishly ignored.
Derek ran a hand through his thinning hair. “I heard the rumors, but I thought they were exaggerated. I didn’t think you were that bad. I mean, come on. Did you really have to turn all their candy into broccoli? They were just kids and you made them cry.”
Evangeline wanted to roll her eyes. I can’t believe he’s still harping on that. It happened weeks ago. “I don’t approve of Halloween, making fun of witches and what not,” she said. She couldn’t help her yearly annoyance at the way the media had bastardized a sacred holiday, one the mystical society she belong to revered. “Served them right. Besides, isn’t the media always telling us that children need to eat healthier?” The parents of those brats should have thanked her for saving their progeny from obesity.
“See? This is why I can’t be with you. You just don’t get it.”
“Get what?” She frowned.
“Anything. You’re a cold-hearted witch, Evangeline, which is why I think it’s best if we stop seeing each other.”
“I don’t believe this. You’re dumping me.” It still blew her away that he dared to. It also occurred to her she should feel something, anything; after all, they’d dated—make that screwed—for close to three months, a new record for her. Yet, as she looked upon his lanky frame, she didn’t feel any remorse or anguish. No urge to throw herself at him sobbing for him to change his mind. Nope. Nothing so weak and girly. On the other hand, annoyance bubbled and her pride kicked in.
How dare he break up with me, and right before my sister’s wedding too. Now where would she find a date—she’d scared off most of the male population already. As for those that remained, well, they were single for a reason.
“I’m sure you’ll find someone else. Someone who will…” He paused for a moment as he searched for a diplomatic end to his sentence. She should have told him not to bother. “Appreciate your unique qualities.”
“Derek, you really aren’t too bright, are you? Then again, I didn’t date you for your brains.” No, she’d dated him for the sex—Derek lacked many things, but he sported a thick one and, with a little direction from her, learned how to use it. Evangeline arched a perfect brow at him and smiled sweetly, perhaps a tad too much judging by his blanching face. “You really should have ignored Ms. Manners and done this from a much safer location—say on another continent. Goodbye, Derek.” With a waggle of her fingers, Evangeline drew on her innate magical power. She never tired of the rush as the energy of the ether filled her and tingled inside.
Poor Derek, too late he realized his mistake. He backed away, hands held up in a pleading gesture. Her grin stretched wider as he turned and prepared to run. As if he could escape her wrath.
Thrusting out her hand, she focused the power within her, concentrating and shaping it to her will. She flung the result at his fleeing back. It struck him dead center and spread until it encased him from head to toe in a brilliant white light. When the glow dissipated, a puddle of clothes littered the ground and amongst them sat a large rat.
Bringing her fingers to her lips, she blew on them, gunslinger style. She enjoyed meting out karma, or in this case, giving a dirty rat a body to match his actions.
With a squeak, Derek scurried off and Evangeline laughed. To think he’d had the nerve to break up with her. He should count himself lucky she hadn’t turned him into a grease spot.
They didn’t call her the Wickedest Witch for nothing.



CHAPTER ONE
 
SLOUCHED ON A bar stool, Ryker perused the patrons around him. A soothing drunken buzz muted the natters of the crowd and made the buck-toothed shifter—by the smell, I’d say rabbit—beside him appear more attractive than he recalled when he first arrived. And people said alcohol didn’t make things better. In this case, it turned a homely jack rabbit into someone he could fuck. Oh who was he kidding? He didn’t really care what she looked like. I’m horny and any female body will do.
Lurching toward her, he tripped over his own feet and staggered hard against the bar. Startled, his intended prey scurried off.
“Damn.” Stymied and with no other prospects nearby, Ryker perched back on his stool and signaled Barry behind the bar for another beer.
Barry shook his bald head at him. “I think you’ve had quite enough, old friend. Time you called it a night.”
“What are you? My mutha?” slurred Ryker. Okay, so I might be a little drunk. Big fucking deal. I’m a big boy, and it’s not as if I’m driving. Like a certain movie pirate, he’d stagger, stagger, and if needed, crawl his way home. Or sleep in a gutter until the drunkenness wore off. He’d travelled this road before.
“What’s up with you?” asked Barry as he wiped down the bar in front of him. “I’ve never seen you like this. Does this have anything to do with your visit back home?”
Yes! “Nope.” As if he’d orate aloud the details of that embarrassment. So much for doing his family proud and following tradition. Before someone took him for a big family guy, it should be noted Ryker didn’t give a flying fuck about maintaining the purity of the family genes, or strengthening their position in the pack. Nope. Not him. He left those kinds of politics and shit to his other brothers usually. Usually being the key word. So why had he returned to the bosom of his pack when summoned? Why had he agreed to the farce his parents had their hearts set on, mainly marriage to a stranger? He’d done it – like some pansy, apron-tied wuss — for his mother.
Gawd, just thinking about it made him want to hack up a hairball or hit something until it begged for mercy, but he’d settle for another drink, if Barry would just shut the fuck up and give him one. He slapped a fiver on the bar.
Ignoring it, Barry kept drying the glass in his hands. “Want to talk about it?”
“Nope.” Hell, he’d scrub it with sandpaper from his brain if he could. He slid the money closer.
Barry nudged it back. They engaged in a see-saw that involved the tattered bill for a few moments before Barry fixed him with a hard look. Ryker gave him his best pathetic look. Yeah, it didn’t work on his mother, and it sure didn’t work on his friend.
Barry shook his head and sighed. “Dude, drinking won’t make whatever happened go away.”
“Dass what you tink,” replied Ryker. With a shake of his head, he tried to dislodge the cloud that fogged his mind and words. It just made the bloody room spin more erratically. Barry really should talk to an engineer about the problem. Right after he got Ryker a beer. It took him a blink, okay, two, before he realized Barry had wandered off to serve other folks.
Traitor. Just for that, I should take my business elsewhere. He knew a fridge with a cold six-pack that wouldn’t give him attitude. But, going home alone didn’t appeal. He leaned his chin on the bar and stared in the mirror to see if there was anyone left with an X-chromosome drunk enough to take him on. The remaining pickings in the bar had devolved into single, hopeful men like himself and a few couples. Preferring pussy, that knocked the guys out, and as for the duos, Ryker did not do threesomes, well, except that one time with the best friends—there wasn’t a man alive who would have said no to that pair of wood nymphs. What a night that turned out to be. Pity they’d never called back. Then again, maybe he should thank his lucky stars. Last he heard, they’d gone to the forest to root and raise saplings. Not his, thank God. How he would have explained to his mother that she had trees for grandchildren he didn’t know.
With no single lady in sight, and no beer forthcoming, Ryker decided it was time to leave. Standing proved a tad more difficult than expected, though, especially when the room began to tilt and spin, much like the ride at the amusement park his niece made him go on. Sitting down hard, Ryker rested his arms on the counter and put his face in his hands.
This is fucking pathetic. How far he’d fallen. Letting family and a woman—a woman he didn’t even love or like—sink him so low.
The bitter scent of coffee—black and strong enough to sprout hair on even the smoothest of chests—drifted into his cocoon of self-inflicted misery.
“Drink up, old man,” said his best friend, make that only friend, Barry. An acerbic tongue and hot temper did not endear Ryker to many people.
Wrapping big hands around the warm mug, Ryker gulped down some of the piping hot brew, the instant caffeine jolt bringing some clarity back to his mind. “Thanks,” he mumbled.
“Anytime. And when you’re ready to tell me what happened, give me a shout. You know I’ll listen. You’re not the only one who’s had to deal with pack shit.” Poor Barry. As a grizzly bear who hated living in the woods, he’d gone through his own version of hell when he decided to leave the mountains for the city. To this day, his family still refused to speak to him.
“I know.” And eventually, he would unburden himself. Probably even do a little jig he didn’t get roped into a marriage he’d neither searched for nor wanted. But right now, with the humiliation fresh, he wanted to marinate in his misery a while longer.
With each sip of the coffee, the spinning and haze in his head got better, the bitter brew and his metabolism working to clear the alcohol from his system. As he drained the last of the java and put the cup down, the door to the bar opened, and in blew a sharp, cold breeze. It also brought with it a stranger bearing a tantalizing scent. A woman whom Ryker noticed immediately, as did his inner beast. It woke with a rumble and urged him to take a closer sniff.
Why? His inner feline didn’t reply. Unlike what some people thought, those who could shift in to beasts couldn’t actually speak to their inner creatures. All their interaction occurred with feelings, primitive, base emotions and urges. It didn’t mean Ryker didn’t understand what his cat wanted. That was more than clear. It wanted him to go sniff the female’s butt. Shove his nose right between her thighs and inhale deep.
Drunk or not, Ryker suspected that wouldn’t go over well. His uncle Fred had spent time in jail for doing that one too many times.
Explaining legalities to his cat, though, didn’t quite work. His feline insisted they investigate. He tossed another why his kitty’s way. Pacing the edges of his mind, the only thing his feline could convey was yummy.
Gonna have to give me a better reason than because she smells good. Because, personally, Ryker found the broad a tad too skinny for his taste. Then again, given she was the only woman in the place…I guess beggars can’t be choosers. On the plus side, though, despite her less than plump shape, she didn’t need a paper bag over her head.
Model slim and tall, her long, straight black hair framed an angular face. Perfectly arched brows accented her sharp brown gaze while her lips, painted a bright red, thinned into a straight line. Seemed he wasn’t the only one less than impressed with the view. He watched as she debated with herself; stay or go. Only because of his close scrutiny did he notice the moment she made her decision; her shoulders slumped a fraction, only for a brief moment, before squaring. Head held high, she sauntered to the bar as if she owned the place and ordered a glass of red wine.
A woman with attitude. Nice.
The sweet smell of shampoo and a musky perfume wafted over from her direction and Ryker’s nose twitched—along with a body part further south. As if bespelled—despite the impossibility—Ryker found himself unable to look away. I have to talk to her.
As if feeling his stare upon her, the woman glanced over, cool and appraising. Raising a brow, she looked him up and down before meeting his gaze with a condescending smirk on her bright red lips. Some guys would have found it a turn off, not him. Just ask his swelling cock—women with character always drew him.
His mouth curled into a masculine grin that had gotten more than one pair of panties dropped. He clearly heard her snort and caught her disdainful sniff before she turned away, dismissing him.
Ryker’s dark brows drew together in consternation. What the fuck? No woman came into a bar this time of night alone unless she was looking for a hook up. Even drunk, most women fawned over him, or at least the ones with a bit of back bone. The timid types tended to find his size a tad intimidating. So what was her deal? Did she bat for the other team? What a waste of pussy.
Barry, seeing his scowl, came over with a chuckle. “Don’t feel bad, Ryker. She’s a cold one.”
“You know her?” Ryker asked, still facing her even though she’d given him her ramrod straight back.
Lowering his voice, Barry leaned closer. “I know who she is, and I can say with great confidence that you’d have to be insane to get involved with her even for one night.”
“Why?” The warning intrigued him.
“You are looking at the Wickedest Witch.”
“Not the Wickedest Witch.”
“The one and only.”
Well, hot damn. The name, an infamous one whispered about almost as much as his, caught Ryker’s attention and he swiveled toward Barry. “Are you sure?”
“Oh it’s her all right. She started coming to the bar around the time you left for home.”
Ryker shook his head. “No way. You’re fucking with me. I thought she was supposed to be an old crone.” He’d definitely pictured her more haglike. Warty even.
“She could be,” whispered Barry while shooting nervous glances at the woman. “She is a witch after all. I’ve heard they can cast spells to make themselves look like anyone they want.”
If that were true, then what a shame she’d chosen tall and skinny because Ryker preferred his women with a little plush; it made the pumping more comfortable. However, beggars couldn’t be choosers, and Ryker still had an itch. “Spell or not, I’m horny. As for her reputation, I know from experience how exaggerated those are. I mean, look at her. She seems harmless.”
“For now.”
“Come on, how bad could she be?” And really, what could she do to hurt him? He outweighed her by probably at least eighty pounds. If he couldn’t handle a skinny witch, then he needed a neutering and a frilly dress.
Barry laughed, a sound he quickly tempered. “Appearances can be deceiving. Trust me when I say she is just as bad as the rumors indicate. You remember Derek?”
Vaguely—a punk ass thief with some magical skill for cloaking. “What about him?”
“He dated her for a while, and then one day, he disappeared. Sources say she turned him into a door mat. Or was that a dormouse. I don’t quite recall other than it wasn’t really nice.”
Ryker put little stock in rumors, especially since there were plenty flying around about him, and while some held a semblance of truth, others would rival the tallest tales. Witch or not, I want to get to know her. Something about her is pulling at me. Not to mention his beast hadn’t stopped pacing and chuffing inside since it had scented her. Besides, he liked a challenge. To boldly go where no man dared.
“Derek’s a wimp,” said Ryker. “A pretty girl like her needs a man—a real man.”
“And let me guess, you think you’re that guy?” said Barry, rolling his eyes. “Care to wager on it?”
“Damned straight. What are we playing for?” Ryker found himself perking up from the funk he’d languished in since his return to town.
“I wager you can’t even get her to smile.”
A chuckle escaped him. Way too easy. Ryker grinned. “You’re on.”
“What are we playing for?”
“I win and you let me drink free for the next week.”
“Lose and you tell me what happened when you went home.”
Cocky and confident, Ryker didn’t hesitate slapping his hand against Barry’s. “You’re on. Better prepare to call your beer suppliers. I feel a week long binge coming on.”
Barry snorted as Ryker strutted his stuff over to the witch.
Piece of fucking cake.



CHAPTER TWO
 
THE BIG BRUTE, who’d eyed her since the moment she walked in, lurched over to the stool alongside her and Evangeline restrained a shudder at the alcoholic stench he emitted. Had he bathed in the beer? Her nose wrinkled in distaste as she tried to ignore his imposing presence, not an easy task.
Built on the lines of a brick house, the man took up a lot of space, and most of it appeared as muscle, not fat. A point in his favor given she disliked overweight slobs. The stranger might have achieved passably attractive had he at least shaven the bristly shadow that covered his face and run a comb through his shaggy mop of dark hair. Intoxicated, and dressed one step above a vagrant—IE stained plaid shirt buttoned incorrectly with grease-stained, well-worn jeans—he redefined the term diamond in the rough.
The interest in his bloodshot eyes made her want to sigh. Great. I wonder what lame pickup line he’s going to try. If this weren’t the closest magic friendly bar in town, she’d have stopped popping in for a drink after completing her most recent job, but sometimes, a witch wanted to relax in the company of other people—make that beings—without trying to hide behind a mask of humanity. Not to mention she still hadn’t found an escort for her sister’s wedding and with the date drawing closer, just about any man, or creature, would do. Or not, she thought as she caught a whiff of her new neighbor.
“Hey there, cutie. I don’t suppose you’d give me a smile?” Her would-be suitor grinned at her engagingly, and while another type of woman might have found it endearing, Evangeline had yet to move on from her men-were-scum stage. Derek’s break up with her still rankled. Too evil indeed. Just the reminder heightened her already foul mood, which was why it surprised her to realize that something about him made her libido take notice. With a yawn and a stretch, her body woke and urged her to say hello, and not just with her mouth. Something about the stranger apparently appealed, which totally pissed her off. She hated not controlling every aspect of her life and body.
“Why don’t you try your lame pickup line on someone a little drunker and blonder?” She gave him credit when his smile didn’t falter.
“Lucky me, you’re not just cute, you come with a shitload of attitude. Have I mentioned I like that in a woman?”
“I’d prefer you not speak to me at all.”
“And leave a gorgeous babe like yourself to drink all alone? Doesn’t seem right if you ask me.”
Gorgeous? She snorted. He only saw what she wanted him to see. What she showed the world. “No one’s asking you, and I didn’t come here to get hit on.”
“Plans change.”
“So do the seasons. So why don’t you make like a bird and migrate somewhere else?”
The idiot laughed and damn him if the rumble didn’t strike a chord and thaw a spot inside. “Lady, I am liking you more and more.”
“The feeling is not mutual.”
Despite her attempts to give him the brush off, he proved tenacious. “Come on, you know you think I’m hot. What say you and I head over to my place and get to know each other in a more intimate sense? The springs in my mattress could use some exercise.” He didn’t just say it, he waggled his brows at her suggestively.
The unmitigated gall of him. Evangeline’s eyes widened at his crude attempt to get in her panties, then she scowled as said panties turned damp, her body not minding his temerity one bit. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t just say that. Now leave before I turn you into a toad.” Her unexpected bodily reaction made her tone and words harsh. She didn’t like the baffling erotic interest her body had for this stranger. Has he cast a lust spell on me? Or was she that starved for male attention that any thug with a cock between his legs would do?
“A toad? Don’t they have long tongues? A girl who likes her oral. Lucky you, I love to give and receive.”
“That wasn’t meant to be an invitation,” she snapped.
“Really? Because it sounded like foreplay to me. Tell you what, how about instead of you making me into a frog, I turn into your bucking bronco and you can be the cowgirl that likes to ride astride.” He said this with a cocky grin, a thrust of his hips, and finished with a wink.
Her jaw dropped at his effrontery, then tightened. She could hear the barkeep’s guffaws as he unabashedly listened in. The nerve! I’ll teach him to fuck with a witch. She ignored the titillating vision he painted even as her body reacted, her nipples tightening in interest.
Drawing on her inner power, and coiling it for use, Evangeline waggled her fingers and . . .nothing happened. Frowning, she wiggled them again and pushed harder at her magic, aiming it right at his impossible to miss bull’s-eye of a chest. Again, nada.
The drunken idiot laughed. “Sorry, little witch. I’m protected against direct magic, being a shifter and all, but I promise I can still make lots of magic happen in the bedroom.”
Figured the idiot with the crass pickup lines would be a bloody shifter and immune to her spells. Darned nuisances. Where was animal control when you needed them? Then again, why have someone else handle the problem when she was more than capable? Evangeline had more than one trick up her sleeve. Hooking her foot around the bottom of the stool he perched on, she yanked it and dumped her would-be suitor on the floor. She also poured her glass of wine over him for good measure.
As he lay there looking dumbfounded, she laughed aloud, her voice husky with derision. “Consider that a no,” she said with a cold smile before sidestepping his prone body and heading for the door. She swept out into the night, puzzled at the fact her pulse raced and her cheeks were flushed with heat. Good thing her glamour hid the signs. She’d hate for word to get around that an animal managed to fluster her. Now if only she could figure out how he’d done it.
How did that uncouth beast turn me on? Even stranger, why does a part of me wish I’d accepted his offer and gone back to his place to check out the springs in his mattress?



CHAPTER THREE
 
RYKER ROSE FROM the bar floor and shook himself—like a wet dog, wine drops flying—before sitting back on his stool. Taking the towel Barry handed him, he rubbed at his damp hair, still in awe she’d dared to not only put him on his ass, but then dumped her drink on him to boot.
Fuck me, that woman has spunk. Betcha she’d be wild in bed. But could she handle a man like him? Those bony hips of hers could cause some serious bruises. Maybe if I took her from behind, I could minimize the damage. Then again, I’d first have to convince her to spread her legs far enough to enjoy herself. Somehow, he didn’t think she’d part those thighs too quickly or easily.
The challenge intrigued him. Shot down or not, he couldn’t help oddly lusting after her. He didn’t come across too many women with her kind of balls.
Barry clucked his tongue in reprimand. “You just had to antagonize her, didn’t you? Count yourself lucky you are a shifter, or right now I’d probably be mopping up a puddle.”
“You’re exaggerating. I bet you she’s a pussy cat underneath all that attitude.
“A pussy cat?” His friend almost choked. “More like a deadly cougar with sharp claws.”
“Lucky for her I’ve got a broad back for scratching and super healing powers. I wonder what it takes to get her to purr,” Ryker mused.
“You do realize you’re insane. Only a madman would risk his life trying to get close enough to try.”
A madman or a curious cat. “All women have a soft spot. You just need to find it and stroke it just right.” With a tongue or dick. “Now, given I made her laugh and smile—”
“Because she dumped your sorry ass on the ground.”
“The how it occurred isn’t the point. I got her to do it, which means I won, so hand over another beer, bartender, and tell me more about this wicked witch.”
Ryker found his interest aroused—along with other parts—by her feisty attitude. The deadly tone she’d used when she threatened him had sent shivers—of a good kind—up and down Ryker’s spine. Skinny or not, the female possessed courage, something Ryker rarely saw in women as they tended to find his size and reputation intimidating. Even though I’d never hit a girl. But not all women gave him a chance to prove he was a good guy at heart. Some took one look at him and assumed the worst. A prime example? His ex-fiancée. Was it any wonder he drank himself stupid after the way she humiliated him in front of family and friends?
He might only admit it to himself, but what a major turn on it was to meet someone with the courage to stand up to him. What a pity, though, that the only available woman he’d found so far with that quality ended up a witch. But damn, I bet she’s wicked in bed.
Barry handed him a frosty bottle of Coors Light, as in light on the alcohol. Ryker shot him a dirty look, which his friend ignored. Rubbing his chin, Barry mused aloud, “What do I know about the wickedest witch? Not much.”
“It’s probably more than me. All I know is people say her name like she’s the kiss of death.”
“She is—if you cross her. Again, so rumor says. You do know who her granddaddy is, right?”
“Um, no. Should I?”
“Rasputin.”
“Who?”
“Rasputin as in the Russian sorcerer who had the czar dancing to his tune like a puppet on strings until the attempted assassination. History has it they poisoned him and when that didn’t work, beat him, shot him four times, and then drowned him.”
“And he survived?”
Barry’s head bobbed up and down. “Although, they thought he was dead when they fished him from the water. They buried him, then dug him up and set him on fire. And then shit got weird.”
“Weirder than their overzealous attempts to murder the man?”
“Apparently, he sat up, covered in flames, and walked away.”
“No fucking way.”
“Hey, I’m just telling it like it is. After that, though, Rasputin stayed away from politics. Some claim it’s on account his daughter chained him in a dungeon because he turned into a brain-eating zombie.”
“We had to do that to a great uncle of mine. He wouldn’t put his human skin back on after his wife died and started going after humans.”
“The point I was trying to make is she comes from some seriously evil stock.”
Ryker snorted. “We all have family members we’d prefer to disown.” Ryker knew all about the family black sheep, or in his case, panther. Whatever you wanted to call him, his pack would prefer he made himself scarce. “What else do you know? She’s single, you were saying.”
“As far as I know, and self-employed. She’s got her own company. Wicked Incorporated.”
“What does she do?”
“Odd jobs. Specialty jobs. Kind of like you, as a matter of fact. She’s talent for hire. If you have a problem, be it a protection detail, surveillance, location of an artifact or person, she’ll do it, for a steep price.”
“Is she any good?”
“From what I hear? The best. Although, her methods aren’t always the nicest. She tends to have a heavy hand when it comes to questioning people. Or should I say she’s keen on threats and easy with the magic.”
“Threats are an effective way of getting information. Nothing wrong with bending a few laws, breaking a few fingers, and dangling someone off a high balcony to get them to spill the beans.”
A sound escaped Barry, a cross between a choke and a laugh. “Fuck me, I should have known you’d be the last person to think her tactics were too rough.”
“Are you calling me a thug?”
“If the brass knuckles fit.”
“Who needs those when a bare fist will do?” Ryker grinned and held up his weapon of choice before thumping it on the bar.
“You are such an idiot.”
“And you need to dump out this piss you call a beer and hand me a bottle of the real stuff.”
“You know, you’re really making me wish she could have turned you in a frog just so I could have thrown you in that radioactive pond and watched you run from those mutant flies,” Barry muttered as he handed over a frosty Bud.
“As if a few isotopes would hurt me. I come from solid stock.”
“I wonder what your mom would say if she heard that.”
Ryker winced. The last time someone implied his mother was less than svelte, they spent a few days healing from the beating she gave them. Mother was a touch sensitive about her weight. “You’re getting off topic. I want to know more about this witch.”
“Why? You’re not planning to see her again, are you? I think she made it pretty clear where you stood.”
“Can’t say as I blame her. I’m not exactly at my best.” Understatement. He currently looked like a homeless slob. The next time he ran into her, and he would, he’d make sure to make a better impression because for the first time since he’d left his parents’, he felt like smiling again. And he owed it all to one sassy witch.
Like it or not, we will meet again. And next time, I’ll be ready for her.



CHAPTER FOUR
 
THE BRISK RIDE through the late night sky, the stars lighting her way as she flew on her bristle broom, did much to cool her anger. Alone, she couldn’t help but replay, with a snicker in her mind, how she’d dumped the cocky shifter on his ass. The look on his face? Priceless.
Men were all the same. Always assuming women were weak creatures who would drop their panties with any crude pickup line. Not her. She preferred a man with manners, grooming, and if he wasn’t model good-looking, at least a modicum of sense so they could converse without her wanting to rip out his tongue and shove it where the sun didn’t shine. Of course, what she wanted and what she got were two different things. A reputation like hers was a great thing, except when it came to dating. Who wanted to claim a wicked witch as a girlfriend? Who wanted to date someone who could turn them into a roach if they pissed her off? Who wanted to love a woman who could not only take care of herself, but would do so with an evil cackle and true pleasure?
Wicked or not, though, don’t I deserve love too?
Weak of her, she knew, yet she couldn’t help the stray thought, a thought she’d pondered more and more lately, especially as plans for her sister’s wedding snowballed. Seeing her younger sibling so happy—bleh—so in love—gag—roused something in her. She wouldn’t exactly call it jealousy, but it was close. She envied what Isobel found. Will I ever find someone who accepts me for who I am?
Once upon a time, she’d thought Derek might. Sure, he didn’t exactly provide her with intellectual conversation, but he’d at least given her companionship. Usually in her bed or his, away from curious eyes. They didn’t really date, or go out for dinner much. They fucked. He went home. It wasn’t the most fulfilling of relationships, but at least it was something, and better than being constantly alone.
But I like being alone. Or so she convinced herself. Who wanted to share their space with a man who would demand half of her closet and drawers? Who would leave his socks on the floor and commandeer the remote? Or worse, expect her to cook. Of course, she chose that moment to recall the dinner at her sister’s place as Isobel and her fiancé puttered together in the kitchen, chopping and measuring, sharing laughter and conversation as Evangeline rolled her eyes—secretly hating them for their happiness.
Could she find someone like that? Someone who would share a common interest with her and whom she could talk to with ease? Someone who will embrace my evil side instead of treat it like a flaw?
The maudlin direction of her thoughts irritated her and as she coasted down from the sky, aiming for her building, she took her annoyance out on the couple strolling along the sidewalk. Her magic made the sidewalk icy despite the warm evening air. Feet went sliding, bodies crashing, and her lips curved in an evil smile when she heard a woman’s voice screech, “Get off me, you giant oaf.”
Alighting on her balcony, she swiped her finger across the sliding glass door, disarming her alarm before entering. A witch never left her things unguarded.
Evangeline parked her broom in the front hall closet—yes, the whole broom thing was cliché but practical. It didn’t take up much space, she could always find parking, and it never ran out of gas. Of course, on the down side, whipping through the air messed up her hair and was only useful on short trips given the low level of comfort that came with a hard wooden handle as a seat. For longer voyages, she tended to use a shag rug.
Away from prying eyes, she snapped her fingers and dropped the glamor she wore whenever she went out. She’d learned years ago if she wanted people—and other supernatural beings—to take her seriously as a force to be reckoned with, she needed to look the part. Unfortunately, her real life petite and curvy frame did not make for an imposing witch, not to mention, who ever heard of a sorceress with freckles? And no amount of straightening or spells could do anything with her cork screw curls. Stupid genes.
Draining as a magical glamor was to maintain, she used it and adopted a cold, ice queen persona that people noticed. One glacial glare and people knew to get out of her way. She quite enjoyed her alter ego; tall and skinny with a great set of legs.
Kicking off her pumps, she padded barefoot into her living room, the clear spruce wood floor hidden partially by a thick white shag rug. She loved the open space without knickknacks or clutter, just a pair of matching white leather couches, a large, flat screen television, a slim bookshelf with a handful of magical tomes, and a glass table upon which sat a crystal ball, a ball that currently flashed. Unlike the gypsies and seers, hers didn’t act as a portal to view the future; instead, hers acted as a magical version of an answering machine. She only needed to place a hand on it to play back her messages.
“Evangeline, are you there? Hello? Evangeline? Stupid machine. It’s your mother, call me.”
Beep. Next message.
“Eva! Oh, by Satan’s horns, are you never home? You had better be at that dress shop for your fitting on Friday or I am so going to send a demon after you.”
Evangeline rolled her eyes at her sister’s message. Not another dress fitting. I’d rather baste for a while over the flames of hell. Hmm, given who her sister’s fiancé was, that could very well happen if she didn’t show up. Crap.
Beep.
A high-pitched voice spoke next. “This message is for Wicked Incorporated. I am in need of the services of a witch of your caliber. If interested in making an obscene amount of money, please meet me at . . .”
Evangeline scrambled for a pen and paper to write down the instructions. She recognized both the address and the voice. The speaker wasn’t kidding when he said she’d make an obscene amount of money. She’d worked for him before. She wondered what he needed this time. Last time, he’d wanted her to turn a pony into a unicorn for his daughter’s birthday, a huge success, even if it resulted in a flood of calls from others asking for more party favors. Of course, most of them had politely hung up when she mentioned her going rate, which didn’t bother her, as she had no interest in being some kind of parlor trick for spoiled brats.
As she thought up ways to spend the money she’d soon make, she readied for bed. Alone. But I could have had some company. For some reason, the stranger from the bar popped into her head—more specifically the shifter’s big, very masculine body. What she wouldn’t give right now to have that male body with her in bed, naked of course. She’d noticed the bulging muscles that rippled under his clothes. She did so like a big man, problem was they usually preferred someone more delicate than her. Someone like her alter ego. He’d sure seemed interested in getting to know her ice queen persona more intimately. And in retrospect, she couldn’t deny she would have enjoyed seeing the behemoth wearing nothing but a smirk.
I wonder if his shaft is as thick as the rest of him. Evangeline very much liked a well-endowed man. Wicked or not, a witch had needs. Carnal needs. Needs sometimes only a man, or at least his cock, could satisfy.
With a squirm of arousal, she slid her hands under the covers and pulled off her damp panties. Masturbation wasn’t new for her and would ease the ache in her cleft. Without shame, or a second thought, she slid her fingers through her trimmed curls and found her clit. After wetting her index finger with her own juices, she stroked her sensitive nub and closed her eyes in pleasure. For a naughty visual, she imagined the shifter’s heavy frame poised above her, the muscles in this arms tensing as he held himself up, the tip of his cock poised against her sex. He’d dip his head down and suck on her breasts, his unshaved jaw abrading her soft skin.
Evangeline sighed and her finger rubbed more quickly. She slid two fingers from her free hand into her wet pussy, the slickness and heat exciting her. Biting her lip, she imagined the feel of his prick sliding between her thighs straight into her damp sheath, his thickness stretching her and filling her. Her muscles clenched her pumping fingers as her breath hitched. She worked herself faster. Amazing how a fantasy of a complete stranger could excite her. I bet he’s the type of guy who likes to fuck hard, his long shaft driving deep while he sucks on my nipples.
With a cry of pleasure, Evangeline came, the ripples of her orgasm squeezing her embedded fingers tight. Stunned at her quick bout of self-pleasure, she went to the washroom to wash up, readying herself for a second time for bed. Yet, even after she ran a cool cloth over her heated skin, she still found herself plagued by naughty thoughts of the rugged stranger.
I really need to find a new lover and quick. Look at me, fantasizing about a dirty shifter. I must be desperate. More like horny.
Was it time to lower her standards? At least temporarily? With my sister’s wedding coming up soon,
perhaps I shouldn’t have dismissed him so hastily. She did after all know a good pet groomer. Surely they could do something to make him presentable. Shave him. Give him a haircut. Dress him in a suit. Put an electro shock collar around his neck so she could zap him when he got out of line.
And on that thought, and with an evil smile on her lips, she curled up and went to sleep only to have even more erotic dreams about a hulking stranger that had her wet and squirming all night long.



CHAPTER FIVE
 
“MORE. GIVE ME more.”
Ryker didn’t need to be told again. He didn’t know how he’d come to find himself between the thighs of the cutie begging him, but he wouldn’t deny her what she wanted. In and out he thrust his cock, riding her fast as she panted wantonly, her skin flushed with dew.
He recognized her for who she was. My mate. The one meant for him. The one woman who would complete him and accept him for who he was. My destiny.
A part of him questioned how he’d gotten her, who she was. Something about the whole thing seemed rather sudden and surreal.
Dreamlike.
A dream.
The illusion shattered and Ryker woke to a raging hard-on, his erotic fantasy dissipating, the details fading, leaving him almost bereft. And still so fucking horny.
Damn it. Couldn’t he have woken after he’d at least come?
While his blue balls bothered him, of more intrigue was the lingering certainty he’d seen his mate. Many scoffed at the idea of a predestined lover. He knew he had. Sure, many claimed they’d known from the moment they met their wife or husband that they recognized this would be the person they’d spend their life with. Their soul mate.
Ryker used to call it bullshit. But that was before the dream. Now…now he wasn’t so certain. But who was the woman?
Ryker didn’t know where he’d seen his dream babe before. Surely, he would have remembered her. Who wouldn’t with her frizzy brown hair in a wild halo around her head? Who could forget her button nose sprinkled with freckles and clear green eyes? She also had a plump figure, the kind made to welcome a man’s passions. In his dream, he’d fondled full breasts, plentiful enough to spill through his fingers. She’d boasted full, rounded hips, and he dared to hope a smooth, round bottom made for slapping up against. Just thinking about the creamy white thighs from his dream made all the blood in his body converge into one spot—one very hard spot.
Stranger or not, he could so easily picture her when he closed his eyes. She was everything he liked in a woman. Everything he’d ever fantasized.
In his dream, she’d laid on her back with her lush breasts beckoning his hot mouth, inviting and teasing him to taste. Talk about arousing. Ryker’s hand closed around his cock and he stroked it, his hand sliding up and down its smooth length. He could almost feel her fingers digging into his scalp as he plucked a tight berry with his lips, sucking it and teasing it with the edge of his teeth. She’d make sweet sounds of pleasure, and she would squirm under him, begging him for more.
He’d oblige. He imagined himself between her creamy thighs, his cock pumping into the wet pussy that welcomed him with tight muscles. His rod thickened even more in his hand as he imagined her legs wrapping around him, locking him tight into her moist sheath. She’d beg him to ride her fast and hard. Clutch him tight to her plentiful tits and rock her hips against him, drawing him deeper, suctioning him with her wet sex…
With a bellow, Ryker shot his load, the force of his orgasm surprising him.
Fuck me. I have to find my dream girl. If this how I come from just imagining her, then I don’t even want to think about how it would feel to do it in person. A thought that made his spent cock lift in interest.
Forget the witch he’d met earlier. He needed to find his green-eyed dream babe. His future. His mate.



CHAPTER SIX
 
DESPITE A RATHER sleepless night—plagued by dreams, nightmares more accurately, centered around a large beast of a man who did unspeakably enjoyable things to her naked body—Evangeline arrived right on time for her appointment. Smoothing down her pristine skirt, she presented an image of poise and professionalism in her black pencil skirt, red silk blouse, and lustrous black pearls. Or at least the glamorized version of herself did. Under the spell, Evangeline wore comfortable black slacks, a snug knitted sweater with a V neckline, and bright red lipstick.
Why the invisible dab of femininity? Surely not because she expected to run into a certain uncouth shifter who, with one skin to skin touch, would see her true self. The chances of her encountering him were practically nonexistent. Since they’d only met for the first time last evening, they obviously did not run in the same social circles. Nor would they again since after the incident of the previous night, she’d already decided to never return to the bar where she’d met him.
Despite her odd attraction to him – and her vastly enjoyable masturbation while picturing him—the reality of his personality—crass—not to mention his caste—disgusting animal—didn’t make a relationship, not even a sexual one, a concept worth pursuing. And no, she did not care what her body or subconscious thought. Erotic dreams or not, she refused to abase herself and that was that.
Why was she even wasting time dwelling on it? She had business to attend to and money to make.
Heels clacking on the interlocked paving stones leading up to the grand veranda, she thrust all unnecessary thoughts aside. She’d need her wits about her for her upcoming meeting.
The looming oaken doors of the mansion, eight foot carved monstrosities oiled and stained so that they gleamed, boasted an old fashioned brass knocker in the shape of a gargoyle’s head. It opened an eye and glared at her.
“Go away. The master doesn’t like door to door salespeople.”
“Neither do I.”
“He also doesn’t entertain light skirts.”
Up went a brow. “Do I really look like that type of woman?”
The metallic face sneered. “Nah. You’re obviously too uptight.”
“I’ll show you uptight,” she muttered. She pointed a finger at the impertinent creature, and with a zap of magic, sealed its lips shut.
“Mmhphf,” it mumbled.
She smirked in reply before grabbing the large ring hanging off the knocker and rapped it sharply off its face. The portal silently swung open and the butler, a rather stately fellow dressed in a suit with the obligatory white, thinning hair and unsmiling countenance, ushered her in.
“Hello, I’m Evangeline Rasputin of Wicked Incorporated. I’m here for my appointment with your master,” she stated.
“You are expected. Please follow me.”
His back ramrod straight, the servant turned on his heel and led her past vast archways down a marble-floored hall until they arrived at a pair of steel-studded doors. Having been here before, she barely glanced at the magic sigils carved into the metal. Beyond those portals was the owner of the mansion, and a library the likes scholars would kill for.
Not even bothering to knock, the butler let her into the massive home office, currently empty. “The master will be with you shortly.” With those words, the servant left, leaving her alone with a priceless collection of books and artifacts. But Evangeline wasn’t tempted. She knew better than to peruse, or even touch, without invitation. Evil at heart didn’t mean ill mannered. Evangeline respected the privacy of others—unless paid to do otherwise. Besides, curiosity wasn’t worth pissing off a client.
While the tomes on display were interesting—The True Diary of Merlin the Debaucher, One Hundred and Three Undetectable Poisons, How to Satisfy Your Dual-Pronged Demon Lover—she well knew the really drool worthy items were hidden. A man of prestige and wealth, her client might like to show off, but he also wasn’t stupid.
With nothing better to do, Evangeline sat down in one of the leather stitched—by the feel of it, lamia skin—chairs facing the massive desk to wait. The rich and powerful seemed to believe that appointments were something only the lower classes needed to respect. An eccentricity that made her gnash her teeth in exasperation, but which she’d become used to, of a sorts. She passed the time looking around, reacquainting herself with the opulent display of wealth.
Even by her standards, it was obscene from the teak bookshelves—made from only the finest dryad trunks—to the marble desk with its gleaming, polished surface. Her client eschewed modernity, or at least in plain view so there was no computer or laptop marring the slab big enough to use as a sacrificial altar. She should know, she’d attended more than one bloody Sabbath. Her gaze skipped over the familiar array of knick-knacks—all quite rare—that lay scattered around the room. Nothing new popped out. Nothing magical called to her, begging her to take possession, claim its power for her own and go on a maniacal rampage to take over the world.
Oh what a shame. He’d either gotten rid of or locked up the scepter he used to have leaning in the corner. And here she so enjoyed honing her mental skills against the dark, pervasive subliminal message that exuded from its shaft.
Hearing a sound behind her, she quickly stood up and turned to greet her prospective employer, only to exclaim instead, “You!”
Instant irritation suffused her, mixed to her annoyance with a heavy dose of arousal as she regarded the man whose face and body she’d imagined while touching herself the previous eve. Evangeline’s lips tightened even as her sex grew damp.
Who the hell let that dirty beast into the house? Mind you, the vagrant had cleaned up since she’d met him. No longer did the beast sport a bristly jaw, wild ruffled hair, and bloodshot eyes. Actually, he was downright gorgeous, something she noticed begrudgingly. I never noticed last night just how startling blue his eyes were, and thick, ebony hair, made for yanking.
He looked like a bad boy poster come to life in hip-hugging blue jeans, an open neck black button-down shirt and black boots. In other words, superhot . . . except for the sneer on his face. Funny how that expression seemed to follow her wherever she went.
His lip curled back and he drawled, “Well, if it isn’t the bitch. Oops, did I slip, I meant to say witch.”
Hmm, it seemed his flirtation of the night before no longer applied. Now sober and fully cognizant of the events leading up to his ignoble besting by a mere woman, he didn’t seem so attracted. For some reason, this irritated her. “Oh look, a talking animal. Has hell frozen over? I’ll have to get my skates sharpened.”
“I’d invest instead in a few cases of WD-40 or a blowtorch because you’re going to need lots of help prying those thighs apart when you get there, that is if you can find a demon stupid enough to risk your sharp tongue.”
Evangeline’s nails dug into her palms as she struggled to hold on to her boiling temper. He might be good-looking, but he’s an asshole even sober. If he weren’t a shifter, he’d be so dead right now. She really should start carrying around her ritual dagger for moments like these when only an actual stabbing would do. Then again, she was wearing stilettos…
She took a step toward him, but he backed away with a shake of his head. “Fool me once,” he said with a tsking sound and shake of his finger, “shame on me. But it won’t happen twice. You might have caught me by surprise last night at the bar, but I’m completely sober now and wise to your tricks. Unless you just can’t keep your hands to yourself because we both know I’m irresistible, in which case have at it,” he said, spreading his arms wide and inviting her to touch.
A surge of lust almost took her breath away even as her vision turned red. Evangeline rarely lost control of her temper, but something about the shifter drove her absolutely nuts. As if possessed, she found herself stepping forward, her hand swinging to slap the smug grin off his face.
A calloused hand moved lightning quick and caught hers before she made contact, the touch of his bare skin sending an electrical tingle throughout her body. It also made her magical glamor waver as his nullifying effect on magic made its presence known. She saw his face register shock as her actual petite, curvy form became visible. Stupid shifter disrupting my spell.
“You,” he whispered disbelievingly.
Evangeline didn’t understand the look he gave her, one that registered recognition. No one but close family knew her true face.
“Yes me. Who else would I be?” She tugged at the wrist he held manacled in one big hand, but he refused to release her.
“You wear a disguise?”
“I prefer to think of it as business attire,” she replied with a toss of her hair. It probably didn’t have the desired effect given it sprang from her head in a wild mane of unruly curls.
“I can see why. This is much too tempting.”
Tempting? Did he speak of her short and curvy frame? Had his mother dropped him on his head one too many times as a child?
Her confusion over his reaction made her miss his free hand coming to rest on her waist, but she felt it even through her clothes. Like a molten hot brand, the touch of his hand made her knees go weak, and he pulled her unresistingly up against the hardness of his body. And she meant hard.
Evangeline’s eyes widened at the evidence of his arousal pressing against her. This doesn’t make sense. Men do not become aroused at the sight of my plump and freckled self. As she puzzled over this surprise, he threw her another as he pulled her up to meet his lips and for once, she didn’t protest, too caught up in the erotic spell he’d cast over her.
Their lips touched and a disturbing sense of rightness clamored through her, one that screamed, “Mine!” A foolish thought that she quickly forgot as she lost herself in the sensation of his lips. They rubbed firmly against hers and stoked the fire that burned between her legs. He drew her closer into him, his strong grasp lifting her so she didn’t need to crane to taste the sweetness of his mouth. Her body molded against his, the stiffness of his erection pressed against her, and she mewled, frustrated at the layers that separated their skin.
A high-pitched voice startled her from the embrace. “Excellent. I see you already know each other,” said Mr. Rumpelstiltskin as he entered his office.
Evangeline pushed away from man who’d bespelled her and rubbed her lips even as her cheeks flushed in embarrassment. What came over her? How could she let him manhandle her like that? And why did I enjoy it? Angry at her loss of control, she couldn’t stop her hand, which rose lightning quick and cracked across the shifter’s face. “Pig!”
The well-placed blow didn’t budge his thick head, a testament to his solidity. “Funny, a second ago you weren’t complaining about my heritage, and it’s feline by the way, not porcine.”
“Cat, pig, or dog, you’re still an animal.”
“An animal you obviously want to fuck. Or are you going to tell me you tongue all the beasts you kiss?”
“I did not slip you the tongue.”
“No, I did that, but again, I didn’t see you arguing.”
“Because you were gagging me.”
“That’s not gagging. If you were, we’d both be wearing less clothes and you’d be on your knees.”
Oh my. She couldn’t help flushing red at his innuendo. “You’re impossible.”
“I prefer the term doable. But then again, you wouldn’t recognize that seeing as how you’re sexually repressed. Lucky for you I’ve got the cure for that,” he taunted, grabbing his crotch and thrusting his hips.
Crude and disgusting—but unfortunately still hot for some sickening reason. Even as she hated him, she couldn’t help desiring him. And by all the fires of hell, it pissed her off.
All control over her temper snapped and her hair rose in a threatening swirl around her head as her power snapped and crackled, begging for her to use it.
“Ooh, is the itty bitty witch getting angry?” he cooed while egging her with beckoning fingers. “Come and give it to me, baby. We both know you can’t hurt me with magic.”
Maybe not, but she’d not taken ten years of Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu for nothing. Evangeline might have launched herself at him and pulled a chicken wing on him if Mr. Rumpelstiltskin hadn’t laughed and clapped his hands, reminding her they had an audience. “Marvelous as this show is, we do have business to tend to, children. But please feel free to resume this once we’re done here. Preferably in front of a security camera so I can replay it at my leisure.”
Her patron’s humor tempered the simmering rage inside her—or at least allowed her to bottle it for later. Taking a calming breath—like her anger management coach taught her before she turned him into a toad—Evangeline forced her face back into placid lines. Now that the shifter no longer touched her, she put her glamor back in place, using it as a shield to hide her emotions. She had business to attend to. I’ll make him pay later. See if I don’t.
The jerk didn’t look in the least bit ruffled, although she thought she detected a hint of amusement glinting in his blue eyes. She almost growled and wondered if some of his beastly nature had rubbed off during their brief embrace. To prevent herself from retorting, she bit her inner cheek. Seating herself once more, she folded her hands primly in her lap. The annoying cat took a position leaning against a bookcase, a smug smirk on his face.
Mr. Rumpelstiltskin seemed disappointed at their cool poses. “Giving up so easily? Pity. I’ve not been so entertained in ages. Well then, since you’ve decided to not engage in an all-out brawl, I guess we should get down to business. I’ve obviously called the pair of you here for a job. It requires both of your skills and will be quite lucrative if you succeed.”
Work with the filthy cat? Evangeline’s brows drew together and she bit her tongue to stop herself from blurting out the first words that came to mind.
However, he broke the silence first. “I am not working with a witch. I don’t work with anyone.”
“Probably because you have no friends,” she snapped back. “But in this case, I agree. I don’t require help, and if I did, it wouldn’t be from you. And my name is Ms. Rasputin, you filthy feline, owner and sole operator of Wicked Incorporated.”
For a moment, his eyes changed color and glinted golden as he let his beast rise for a moment. His whole body took on a hulking, menacing look, one that, instead of inspiring fear as he intended, made her shiver in delight. Oh to have that much muscled power and ferocity between her naked thighs. Why did all her thoughts about him have to end up being about sex?
His lip curled in disdain. “Yes, I heard about your unfortunate relation to that bloody Russian wizard. It isn’t something I’d boast about.”
That’s where he was mistaken. Evangeline lifted her chin up. “My grandfather is one of the greatest wizards alive.”
“Funny, last I heard being evil didn’t elevate a person to the rank of great. I hear he kills anyone he thinks is a threat. Even those he was sworn to protect.”
“He did not,” Evangeline shrieked, losing her temper again. “Those are lies. You are so lucky you are a shifter or I’d turn you into a bug and squish you flat for your insults.”
“That’s it, use magic because you’re too chicken to face people on equal footing.”
“Equal footing? That’s rich coming from a giant goon like you. Do you enjoy using your size to intimidate people? Well, guess what, you don’t scare me.”
Somehow, she found herself out of the chair, standing toe-to-toe with him—tiptoe because of his height. He crouched down so they could glare at each other nose to nose. Evangeline couldn’t help noticing once again the daunting size of him, a titillating girth that dwarfed her. So much muscle…
“Enough!” With a clap of hands that reverberated like thunder, Mr. Rumpelstiltskin drew their attention. “While I am enjoying this sparring match immensely, now is not the time. I have hired you both to accomplish a task and when I say both, I mean it. I am not chancing anything with the treasure I need you to guard. Do I make myself clear, or do I need to hire somebody more professional?”
The rebuke stung and she drew up all of her five and a half feet—five-foot-eight when under glamor—and replied indignantly. “If you insist, I will work with this creature, but only because of my respect for you. However, the pay better be worth it.”
“Yeah, Rumpelstiltskin,” the cat said with his rumble of a voice. “If I gotta work with the uptight witch, then I’m going to expect a little something extra.”
“Oh you will be amply rewarded, never fear.”
“I must also insist on having proof that the animal is up to date on his shots.” Evangeline shot him a nasty smile.
“It’s not my teeth you should worry about. And the name,” he said, turning to her with dangerous eyes, “is Ryker.”
It figured he’d have a disgustingly masculine name—one that suited him. She ignored him to face their employer. “What exactly do you need to protect that requires the two of us?”
“I need you to guard my most precious possession,” said Rumpelstiltskin.
Evangeline wondered what it could be—gigantic gem, magically imbued talisman, priceless scroll . . .
“Why not use a safe?” asked Ryker.
“Somehow, I don’t think she’d enjoy that. Princess, you can come in now.”
Evangeline swiveled to look behind her and saw a slip of a girl entering the office with dainty steps. She moved to stand beside Rumpelstiltskin.
“This is my most precious possession. My first born and only daughter, Princess Tina Rumpelstiltskin.”
He wants us to babysit? Evangeline had met Tina before at her birthday party, a shy girl who adored her father.
“I am not cut out to be a nanny,” growled Ryker.
“Of course you aren’t,” said the ugly dwarf. “I need you as bodyguards for an upcoming event. Actually, Evangeline, you’re already slated to attend, so this will work out well.”
Evangeline frowned as she tried to decipher his words. What upcoming event? I don’t go out. The only thing I’m going to anytime soon is . . . “Ah, bloody hell, you can’t be serious,” she blurted. “My sister’s wedding?”
Rumpelstiltskin bobbed his head and beamed. “Yes. Did you know they’re already calling it the wedding of the century? Rasputin’s granddaughter and the prince of Hell, what a match up.”
“Your sister is marrying Lucifer’s son?” asked an incredulous Ryker. “Talk about ensuring an evil bloodline.”
“Shut up,” hissed Evangeline. “He’s not that bad. Actually, he’s surprisingly decent given his parentage. And besides, it’s none of your damn business.”
Ryker just smirked at her, then turned to face Rumpelstiltskin again. “Why on earth would your daughter need protection at a wedding?”
“Princess, why don’t you run along and see if cook has finished those pastries. Papa will be done shortly.” With a kiss on his gnarled cheek and a smile, the girl skipped off. Rumpelstiltskin waited until the door shut before speaking. “My daughter needs protection because my cow of an ex-wife,” said the dwarf with narrowed eyes, “is supposed to be attending. She still hasn’t forgiven me for getting custody of our daughter in the divorce. Claims I tricked her into giving up her first-born. Bullshit, of course. Heidi only ever married me for my money. Just like she only had Tina for more money. But she pissed through her divorce settlement, so now she’s crying foul. I’ve had a seer looking into the paths of the future, and in one of the possibilities she saw Tina being kidnapped at your sister’s wedding and used to blackmail me into giving my ex more money. Unacceptable,” said the little man, thumping the marbled surface of his desk hard enough that a crack appeared in its polished surface. Despite his diminutive stature, the little man controlled an impressive amount of power. Her patron had started more than one legend, and her troublemaking side enjoyed seeing he hadn’t lost his keen edge or strength.
As to the task, it sounded easy enough except for one thing. “Um, I’d love to help, Rumpelstiltskin, but you do know I’m part of the bridal party? My mother would have a fit if I told her I was backing out now.” Money or not, Evangeline knew better than to cross her mother, who was in full wedding fever.
“Already taken care of. You’ll only be needed by your sister for the ceremony itself and a few pictures. Since they’ve asked my darling Tina to sing at the ceremony—she has the voice of an angel, you know—she’ll be close by for that span of time.”
“So what am I needed for?” Ryker interrupted.
“You’ll go as Evangeline’s escort, of course. The groom’s side had a lack of male relatives with all the killing of those in line for the throne of Hell. Therefore, my old friend Lucifer was more than happy to make you a groomsman. He says to tell you he’s been watching you with great interest and looks forward to finally meeting you in person.” Rumpelstiltskin grinned mischievously as Ryker shifted his feet, looking distinctly discomfited.
The arrangements seemed too neat, too easy. Evangeline didn’t trust it one bit. “Wait a second, what if I said I already have a date?”
Rumpelstiltskin arched a brow at her and Evangeline’s cheeks warmed. How does he know I don’t? Then again, his power came from knowing things that should remain secret.
At the sound of Ryker’s snort, without turning her head, she shot her foot out sideways and kicked him in the shin. She didn’t even try to hold back a smile at his grunt of pain.
“Now as for your fee . . .” Rumpelstiltskin named a stupidly obscene amount that had both of them nodding their heads. Hell, for that much money, she’d work with a whole gang of shifters.
But a verbal agreement was only the first part. She and Ryker sat down with Rumpelstiltskin to hammer out the remainder of the details. With the wily gnome, it paid to have all the Is dotted and the Ts crossed. Not to mention, they’d have to work fast.
With the wedding only a week or so away, they’d need to scramble to investigate, find some clues, as well as do some reconnoitering of the event venue. As per custom, the bride’s family had made all the wedding arrangements using the limitless funds of her sister’s impending father-in-law. Given Evangeline’s family’s Russian roots—and to please their grandfather—the whole wedding, from binding ceremony to reception, would be held near St. Petersburg in the Catherine Palace. Grandfather had originally wanted Alexander Palace, home of his old friend Tsar Nicholas II, but her mother had argued it lacked the extra size and presence the Catherine Palace would provide. How they managed to secure it for use Evangeline didn’t ask. Needless to say, the setting would be beyond lavish with the gilded ballroom and expansive with its dozens of rooms and hundreds of invited guests.
This assignment could end up tricky. What fun! She did so enjoy a challenge—and the possibility of violence.
“I trust the two of you can work out the rest of the details,” said Rumpelstiltskin, standing up to the signal their meeting was ended. “I’ll want to speak with you both a day or so before the ceremony itself so you can present your plan of defense. In the meantime, please don’t kill each other. It is so much more fun to watch you spar.” With a snorting laugh, their employer left them, and suddenly, the cavernous office seemed too small, Ryker’s presence crowding her.
Awareness, once again, of his body made her flush. She tried to keep her gaze away from him, but something about him just drew her eyes and she once again noted how his jeans molded his muscled thighs. The thickness of his arms and width of his chest teased her. The memory of his kiss, burning hot and oh so arousing, kindled a fire low in her belly. Damn it all if she didn’t wet her panties a little at the thought of his agile tongue visiting a place south of her mouth. Good thing her glamor hid her so he couldn’t see her flushed cheeks or poking nipples. But she’d forgotten about his other senses.
He sniffed the air and gave her a slow grin. “I smell something good.”
Fucking shifter can scent my arousal. Time to get out of here before I do something stupid. Like kiss him again. Or worse.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
JEANS SUDDENLY TOO snug, Ryker almost grabbed the witch again so he could see his plump dream goddess. He’d nearly expired of shock when he’d discovered the witch from the bar and his fantasy babe were one and the same. It had taken a lot of will power not to take her right then and there. The mating urge rode him hard once he realized who she was. It still did.
He could even picture it, her delicious body denuded and bent over, welcoming his hard thrusts. If they’d not gotten interrupted, he wondered just how far he could have seduced her. He could tell by her scent that she desired him, much as it annoyed her. Actually, his lack of control annoyed him too. The woman truly was a witch. But hornier than he’d ever been, he couldn’t seem to help himself. He found himself unwillingly drawn to her like a fly to a Venus fly trap, and when the jaws snapped shut . . .
Damn, I’ll bet the pleasure is worth the pain.
Maybe he should try for another kiss.
As if she’d read his mind, she jumped up from the chair she’d ensconced herself in and departed with a brisk walk. Ryker followed at her heels, wishing she’d drop the fake image so he could see what her real ass looked like. He bet she possessed a sweet jiggle.
His beast, awake and pacing since he’d walked into new client’s office and seen her, kept urging him to pounce on her and bite her neck. Not something his inner kitty had ever wanted to do before, probably because he’d never met the woman meant to be his mate.
But a witch? Really? Perhaps he was mistaken and he just suffered from a case of lust. Or intense blue balls. He’d have to find a way to bang the little witch, get her out of his system, and then see where he and his cat stood. Of course, to do that, he’d have to get her alone. And soon before he died of sexual frustration.
“When do you want to get together and plan our itinerary?”
She whirled without warning and he bumped into her. She stumbled and he shot his hands out to steady her, the skin-to-skin contact breaking her glamor spell again. Cute as a button and plump as a juicy berry, she looked up at him in irritation. He could have kissed her, and would have if she didn’t look like she’d tear his lips off.
Poking him in the chest, she spoke to him through clenched teeth. “Listen, Rumpelstiltskin might want us to work together for the wedding, but that doesn’t mean I have to put up with you beforehand too. I work alone. You take care of your end, I’ll take care of mine, and we’ll meet up at the wedding.”
“Listen, witch, I’m not crazy about this either. You’re not exactly my ideal partner.” Outside the bedroom at any rate. “But I am not going to mess this up because you can’t control your hormones around me.” He intentionally baited her, not very nice of him probably, but with her real face showing—sweet freckles and all—he quite enjoyed seeing the color rushing to her cheeks and her mouth working soundlessly. He had something else he would have preferred to see her mouth working on, but he’d take what he could get for the moment.
“Of all the conceited things! I am not attracted to you.” She lied without blinking, and really well too. Unfortunately for her, Ryker could smell the truth, and it was musky, not to mention distracting.
“Okay, let’s pretend for a second you’re not pining for my body, which we both know is untrue. We still need to work together if this is going to work.”
“Get over yourself. I am not pining for your body!”
“Liar. Tell you what, how about I prove you wrong and kiss you right now? Wanna bet I can get you to drop your panties and beg me to take you?”
Damn but she brought out his crude side. Unlike any other woman, though, she didn’t run away from his crassness, nor did she burst into tears; instead—and Ryker couldn’t believe this—she looked at him with something akin to admiration.
“You wouldn’t dare,” she snarled.
“Try me.”
They stared at each other, the air thick with tension, her scent, a mixture of angry ozone and simmering arousal, swirling around him.
Come on, baby. Dare me. Do something. Make me kiss you. Beg me to fuck you. He almost growled in disappointment when she backed down.
“Fine,” she said after a moment of silence. “We’ll work together, but no more kissing. Or touching. Now let me go.”
Ryker let her loose, surprised she’d agreed so easily. He’d really hoped he’d get to plunder her luscious mouth again. He watched her step away from him and resume her magical facade.
“Oh, would you drop it already?” he said, following her outside. “I know what you look like, so there’s kind of no point.”
“I happen to like this look,” she said coolly.
“What, presenting yourself as a skinny, uptight bitch? Your real body is much hotter.”
Using that as his parting shot, he straddled his sport bike, crushing his aching sac. With a twist of his throttle, he shot off, eager to get home to relieve the pressure in his groin.
A part of him wished things had gone differently because despite his adeptness when it came to masturbating, he feared the only cure for his massive blue balls resided between the creamy thighs of one foul-tempered witch.



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
LONG AFTER RYKER had disappeared from sight, Evangeline continued to stare down the long drive, caught in a daydream where he turned around and rode back to her. In her fantasy, he wouldn’t say anything, he’d act, dragging her onto his lap, kissing her hard before they rode off together to find a place where they could tear off each other’s clothes and screw each other’s brains out.
So vivid, so arousing, and yet at the same time, totally impossible. They hated each other. Wanted each other. Were complete opposites. Sexually, though, he was gasoline to her fire. She’d probably end up having to kill him. She just didn’t know if she’d sate herself with his body before she ended his miserable existence. A conundrum for sure.
The man is so goddamned annoying, but by the hag’s third warty tit, he is also freaking hot.
When he’d issued the ultimatum to work with him or he’d kiss her, she’d almost closed her eyes and pursed her lips. She could lie, more than usual at any rate, if she tried to deny how much she’d enjoyed their interrupted embrace. But getting involved with him? Pure madness.
Mother would have a kitten if she found out I was dating a shifter. Then again, I don’t really want to date him, just have wild, raunchy sex with him.
Witches and shifters did not mix. An even better question; why on Earth would she even consider getting involved? So what if the attraction seemed mutual? He had as little respect for her as she did for him. Not to mention his whole dominance problem.
Evangeline enjoyed being in control. Somehow, she didn’t see Ryker catering to her. No, he appeared as the kind of who took. Overpowered. Imposed his will—especially in the bedroom. She shivered with arousal.
This wouldn’t do at all.
Realizing she stood outside of her employer’s house, lusting after her temporary partner, she called for her broom, which she’d stashed behind some bushes. It zipped up and she climbed on board, the wooden handle rubbing against her sensitized bottom. But squirming on her transportation for a cheap thrill while in plain view? Not happening. She’d wait until she got home to take care of business.
Casting an invisibility cloak, she flew through the blue sky, blasting the occasional pigeon out of the air—only the stupid or bird-brained dared cross her path. Despite this distraction, her thoughts still strayed toward lusty fantasies involving the oversized shifter.
I need my vibrator—the really big one—right now.
Or she could get to work. With only a few days to plan and investigate, she’d have to pull in a few favors and work overtime if she didn’t want to encounter any surprises.
Since greed, usually in the form of money, was the root of most evil, she decided to investigate that aspect first. And she knew just the person to harass for help.
“Hello, little sister.”
Isobel screamed before whipping around clutching her chest, immaculate as always in a prim button blouse and pearls with her hair tucked into a casual chignon. Perfect on the outside, yet a Rasputin at heart. “Holy fuck, Eva. Give me a heart attack, why don’t you. You are lucky I didn’t blast you to bits.”
“As if you could. We both know your magic isn’t on par with mine.” Evangeline flipped her hair and buffed her nails.
“Maybe not usually, however, Chris gave me a present. See this?” Her sister dangled a charm bracelet at her. “Made by Lucifer’s sorceress herself. It augments my power.”
“Really?” Intrigued, Evangeline leaned forward for a closer peek.
Isobel snatched back her arm. “Get away from it. You are not getting your claws on it, sis.”
“I don’t need gaudy jewelry to aid me.”
“Says the girl who wears a glamor. I swear I could shake you for being so stubborn. You look perfectly fine without it.”
“I wouldn’t talk, or does the hair on your head suddenly match that of your pubes? On second thought, don’t answer that. I do want to know, however, why you’re not taking more care with yourself.”
“What do you mean?”
“You’re the future bride of the antichrist.”
“His name is Christopher.”
“Whatever. Given who he is, and who you are, no one should be able to sneak up on you. What if I were an assassin? Or a kidnapper looking to take you hostage in an elaborate scheme to blackmail the heir to Hell?”
Arching a blonde brow, her sister smirked. “First off, Lucifer himself has put protective spells around me that will call a horde of demon guards if anyone dares harm me.”
“Yet it let me through.”
“Because you’re not a threat. You’re my sister.”
“Doesn’t mean I don’t want to kill you.”
“Are you still pissed about my choice of colors for the wedding party?”
Evangeline glared at her younger sister. “You know I hate pink.”
An evil grin stretched across her sister’s mien as Isobel replied, “You’re not the only wicked one in the family.”
A chuckle escaped her. “Don’t I know it. I think Hell’s in for a surprise when you move in.”
“Which won’t be right away. Christopher and I plan to enjoy a few years topside traveling and causing havoc before retiring to the pit so he can start taking over some of his dad’s duties.”
“I look forward to reading of your exploits in the papers. But your future isn’t why I’m here. I want you to look up something for me. I need the complete financing history for a certain divorcee.”
“You want me to divulge confidential information, break some laws, and give you possibly incriminating details?”
“Yes.”
“Sounds like fun.”
Sweet and innocent appearing on the outside, Isobel was as wicked as they came. And given she was marrying Lucifer’s heir, would only get more so. Evangeline almost wiped a tear in pride. All those years of torturing her sibling, playing tricks, and engaging in a competition to prove who could do the wickedest deeds paid off. Isobel caught the eye of the great Lord himself and captured the heart of his son.
And now they planned to marry, not in a traditional ceremony involving church and God-based religions—Grandfather would have gone toe-to-toe with even the Lord of Hell himself if suggested—but in a more appropriate ritual requiring blood, sacrifice, and magic. It also unfortunately involved a puffy pink dress, uncomfortable shoes, and playing nice for a few hours.
Ugh. The things she did for family.



CHAPTER NINE
 
AFTER HE LEFT Rumpelstiltskin’s mansion, Ryker needed distraction else he might have done something stupid such as flipped his bike around and ridden back to abduct a certain curly-haired witch. Sure, he disliked her—she was rude, arrogant, not to mention a witch. But, some of her actions were caused by his behavior. He did kind of do it on purpose to drive her nuts by verbally sparring with her and making outrageous suggestions. What could he say? She was cute when she got riled up. Cute and sexy. A part of him understood it was wrong to want to put her irritation with him to good use and have angry sex with her. And then make up sex. Followed by some sensual sex. And…
Talk about a bad case of lust abetted by his inner feline. Finding himself fighting on several fronts, he did the only thing he could in such a dire situation. He went to Barry’s bar.
A beer while on a case? It seemed like a dereliction given the tight timeline on his newest job, however, while the draft ale he ordered in a schooner-sized mug was to help with his witch dilemma, the information he gleaned from Barry would hopefully aid him in his case. Multitasking at its best.
“Tell me what you know of Rumpelstiltskin,” he asked after chugging half his mug first to take the edge off.
“Can I ask why first?”
“He hired me to do a job. I want to know who I’m dealing with. All I know is he’s been around for a while. Has that story about him about spinning straw into gold and trying to bargain for some queen’s kid. Oh, and that he’s one ugly fucking gnome.”
“Gnomes are smaller.”
“Then what is he?”
Hi friend shrugged as he towel dried some glasses. “Fuck if I know. He’s one of a kind, that’s for sure.”
“No kidding. And loaded from what I saw. What can you tell me about him?”
“Keep in mind, most of what I know is rumor.”
Rumor with a grain of truth. “That’s fine. Spill.”
“Well, first off, the dude in the stories, the one who made that bargain? Supposedly, that was his great-great-granddaddy.”
“So he’s named after him.”
“All the males in their line are. Or again, so rumor states. No one has ever actually met any of the boys when young. One day, a younger version just appears and the elder one is gone.”
“Patricide?”
“Possibly. Or as soon as the heir is ready, the old guy steps down and retires into obscurity.”
“And no one knows what he is? Could he be some ugly fairy?”
“One, there are no ugly fairies. And two, not only does he lack the ears, he doesn’t have the wings either. Trust me, people have tried over the years to figure out what group he belongs to, but no one came up with a definitive answer.”
“But he’s got magic.”
“Lots of it. Enough to hide his true self if he wanted.”
“So he could be a giant pink demon for all we know.”
“In theory.”
“I shook his hand.”
“I take it he stayed the same.”
“Not even a glimmer. If he’s wearing a glamor then it’s one strong enough to withstand a shifter’s touch.”
“Interesting.”
“Interesting to you, tells me nothing.”
Barry shrugged as he put the clean glasses away under the bar. “What do you want from me? I’m not going to make up shit. I told you I didn’t know much. The guy keeps to himself.”
Not getting anywhere with his current line of questions, Ryker changed tracks. “His daughter seemed human enough.”
“Probably because she takes after her mother. I’ll admit, I’m surprised you got to meet her. He usually guards her from the outside world.”
“She’s part of the job I accepted.”
“Better not fail. Rumpelstiltskin is not one to forgive. And from what I hear, he dotes on his little girl.”
“I always deliver. What do you know of the mother? You said she was human. Is she a witch? Descended from anyone I should know of?”
Barry shook his head. “As normal as they come if longer lived and well preserved. He met her back in the beginning of the nineteenth century. But she looks like she’s not older than thirty-five. Gossip in the henhouse claims she used to run in some dark magic circles, add to that the artifacts she no doubt collected during her marriage with Rumpelstiltskin and you’ve got a woman who might be prepared to do just about anything to stave off age.”
“So she might be into magical versions of Botox?”
“I would have called it more along the lines of cell rejuvenation, but yeah.”
“Is she hot?”
“If you like the bottle blonde, cougar type.”
Not really. He preferred short, curvy, and curly-haired. “Why did she and Rumpelstiltskin divorce?”
Barry shrugged. “The usual according to rumor. She got too demanding. He tried to rein her in. She stepped out of the marriage. Got caught and the husband divorced her. She’s lucky. Guys like him don’t take kindly to being made a fool, and yet he generously gave her quite the settlement from what I heard. But I also heard she pissed through it and is looking for husband number two.”
“What are the chances she’d try and use her daughter as leverage to bargain herself some extra funds?”
“Hard to tell. I’ve never met the woman myself. From all accounts, she essentially ditched the kid once she and Rumpelstiltskin split, but I don’t know if that was by choice or not. He had some kick ass lawyers on his side.”
“Anything else you can tell me?”
“Not really. Like I said, the dude is rich and powerful. He keeps to himself and doesn’t like people messing in his business.”
Ryker shoved his empty mug in Barry’s direction. “Fill me up and tell me what you know about this wedding coming up between Rasputin’s granddaughter and Lucifer’s son.”
“Oh no, do not tell me you’re involved in that.”
“Involved? I’m an honorary groomsman.” Beer overflowed as Barry gaped at him.
“No way.”
“Way.”
“Unfucking real. You get yourself involved in the most messed up shit. You do know they’re already calling it the wedding of the century. A match made in Hell. The biggest event since the birth of the antichrist.”
“So it’s a big deal?”
“Big deal? Everyone who is someone is going. The guest list alone is the who’s who of the evil underground and the neutral. Heck, even the forces of good are planning to attend. No one wants to miss this thing. Except for God, of course. He and Lucifer are still not talking.”
The casual way Barry talked about biblical figures that everyone knew existed but no one ever actually met wigged Ryker out somewhat.
“Have you met Lucifer or his kid before?”
“Me? No. He doesn’t come topside often and when he does, he tends to drink at his daughter’s bar in another state.”
“He has a daughter? You know what? I’m getting off track. So this wedding is a big deal. Lots of security then, but at the same time, the potential for catastrophes with so many magical folk in one spot is astronomical.”
“I guess. Although, only an idiot with a death wish would do anything to ruin it. Between Lucifer, the mother of the bride, and Rasputin, anyone who fucks it up is sure to suffer an eternity of torment. But why all these questions? Exactly how and why did you get roped into this wedding?”
“I’m supposed to protect Rumpelstiltskin’s daughter.”
“So you’re a bodyguard.”
“Of sorts. Me and the witch—”
A frown knitted Barry’s brows together. “Which witch?”
“The wickedest one of course. We’re going to be working together to figure out who might be targeting my client’s daughter and preventing anything from happening.”
Barry laughed so hard, he ended up wiping tears.
It was Ryker’s turn to frown. “I don’t see what’s so funny.”
“I knew you were depressed, but dude, I never realized you were suicidal.”
“One, I am not depressed.” Not anymore. “And two, I still don’t see what’s so fucking funny.”
“Nothing. Everything. Here.” Barry slid him a shot glass filled with an amber liquid. He topped up a second one and held it in the air. “A toast.”
“To?”
“To having known you. I’m going to miss you, old friend, when you’re gone.”
Ryker made sure to snag the shot glass before socking Barry in the nose and knocking him flat on his ass. As he downed both burning shots, he began to wonder if he should have demanded more money.
Or made sex part of the bargain.
Then again, the idea of courting danger, meeting some legends, and spending time with the witch pushed the last of his moroseness to the side.
It was good to feel alive again. Alive and ready to rock and roar.



CHAPTER TEN
 
THE FOLLOWING DAY, around midmorning, as Evangeline chewed on an almost burnt bagel smothered in cream cheese while watching the news—nothing like a series of disasters to start the day—her crystal ball flashed, signaling an incoming call. According to her call display, projected on the wall in dripping red script, the number was unknown. But she didn’t have a magical phone for nothing.
Peering into the milky depths of her orb, she gnawed at her lower lip and her body thrummed in excitement, for there in living, scrumptious color was the jerk who wouldn’t leave her thoughts—or fantasies. She took a moment to absorb his appearance. Still as rugged as she recalled and just as panty-wetting. It seemed he still possessed an unfortunate effect on her. She licked her lips, thankful that he couldn’t see or smell her irritating arousal.
Should she answer? Her body screamed yes, so her mind said no.
She let the call go to voicemail, and barely restrained a shiver at his velvety baritone when he spoke to her magical device.
“Listen, little witch, I know you’re home screening your calls. I’m going to be outside of your place in ten minutes. I’ve got an appointment of sorts to meet with Rumpelstiltskin’s ex. I thought you might want to be present for the interrogation. Be downstairs, ready to come with me or I’ll assume you want me to come upstairs. And if that happens, I promise I won’t leave until you’re screaming my name and clawing my back.”
Evangeline almost went cross-eyed at his words. He is the most uncouth, disgustingly hot man I’ve ever had the misfortune to meet. And damn me if I’m not tempted to have him come up and let him fuck me senseless. She’d never met a man who made her blood boil and not just with anger. He made her want to do wicked things—with him.
“The clock is ticking,” he said before hanging up.
Shit. With little time to spare, Evangeline ran for the bedroom and the vibrating egg she kept in her nightstand. No way was she going anywhere with him without taking care of herself first. She wouldn’t allow something as primitive as lust to make her lose control again, at least not around him.
She wiggled her pants down enough to stick her hand with the egg between her thighs. Slick moisture met her, a natural lube for her toy. As she rubbed the vibrating sphere against her clit, she shuddered, recalling his words. “ . . .until you’re screaming my name and clawing my back.” Damn that sounded hot! Evangeline began panting as she stroked herself even more quickly. If only she could let go of her dislike of his kind long enough to screw him, to just feel for once his big, muscled body and taste some of the animalistic passion she sensed in him. Even better, she’d love to have him fuck her, to slam his surely thick cock into her welcoming pussy, thrusting and pumping her to climax. Driving into her. Filling her. Stretching her. Claiming her.
With a cry, her mini orgasm washed over her, leaving her smiling and sexually relieved.
And with five minutes to spare. Quickly, she began righting her clothing. Thoughts of him hummed in her mind as she erased the traces of her mini masturbation session. He thought he was so hot with his big, sexy body. Thought he knew her so well and that she’d just fall at his feet, begging him to take her. Ha. She didn’t need him to satisfy her. She could take care of herself.
Wrong. Unable to dispel his image and anxious that she’d soon have to spend time with him, her body tingled. Her pussy quivered. Moisture pooled, creaming her fresh panties.
A scream of annoyance left her. Dammit, her self-pleasuring precaution had only lasted thirty seconds. Fuck me.
I’m getting horny again already. Maybe he wouldn’t notice.
Or maybe he’ll take it as an invitation, throw me over his shoulder, cart me upstairs, slam me up against a wall, and screw me senseless.
Where the hell had she put her egg?



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
RYKER STRADDLED HIS bike outside her building and watched the entrance while mentally counting down. He really hoped she stayed up there because his blue balls were screaming for a cure, a cure that had her name—or even better, her lips—written all over it. His cat, in its prison of flesh—AKA his body—wasn’t even bothering with subtlety. It wanted the witch Now! Ryker ignored its demands. Despite his niggling suspicion that his feline’s actions meant she was his mate, he remained uncertain. She wasn’t a shifter. Surely the whole mating thing didn’t apply. Maybe he suffered from something else. Maybe he’d caught some kind of sickness. Eaten something along the lines of catnip, which made him lust after the sorceress.
Certain there had to be a reason for his lust, and desperate, he’d done a stupid thing. He’d asked his mother why his inner beast wanted to bite the witch.
Yeah, that had not gone well. Ryker hoped she would reassure him that it was some kind of dominance thing, but when his mother went quiet on the phone and said, “Don’t you dare under any fucking circumstances bite the witch,” he’d quickly grasped the truth, a truth he’d stupidly tried to deny. For some unfathomable reason, his inner beast had settled on the witch for their mate.
And that’s just fucking nuts. We don’t even like each other, not to mention the whole different species thing. However, even without his beast’s urging, he couldn’t get Evangeline out of his mind. Each thought of her woke his beast and put it in a frenzy, not only that, but he also ended up with an instant erection. No amount of jerking off helped. He only had to picture her, think of her, and wham. Off he went for another cold shower and a five finger session.
Knowing the urge to bite her and make her his would only get stronger and stronger, he tried to stay away. Really, he did. He locked himself in his apartment the night before with a few cases of beer, hoping to drink himself in a stupor. Instead, he ended up outside, wandering the streets, yowling like a randy tomcat. The only reason he’d not ended up outside her window begging entrance was because he didn’t know where she lived. A quick call to Rumpelstiltskin’s office the following morning solved that dilemma. As soon as he’d written the address down, he’d wanted to tear it up. Fearful he would, his damned cat memorized it.
He threw himself into work, making plans to question people in connection to the case. Got on his bike to go meet them in person. Ended up detouring and giving the witch an ultimatum to join him.
Why? Why did I do that?
Why? Because he just couldn’t fucking help himself. He had to see her again. Fighting the urge seemed to make the craving worse. Perhaps if he confronted it, confronted her—by inserting my dick in a hole, any hole—he could get her out of his system so to speak. Or at least relieve the pressure in his balls.
Then bite her, his beast added.
No biting.
He could have sworn his other half laughed. Not reassuring.
When she came down the stairs with less than a minute to spare, he caught himself clenching his teeth. He’d really hoped she’d take him up on his threat and make him come upstairs. He’d even imagined it; his witch bent over, naked, her rounded plump ass up in the air, tempting him as she begged him to fuck her harder. Something he’d gladly do as he cupped her plentiful tits.
Oops. Almost drooled there. He clamped his lips tight.
She’d made her choice clear. Wearing that stupid glamor he hated so much, she emerged to greet him, appearing cool and indifferent. Dammit.
His irritation lasted only until he smelled her. Then he fought his feline for control, and himself because he just wanted to throw her over his shoulder and run back up the stairs with her until he found a bed, or any spot with a touch of privacy. The little witch pleasured herself before coming down. I don’t know if I should be pissed or flattered. He knew his balls were keenly disappointed, even as his beast purred in satisfaction. I guess I should be glad to know I have an effect on her. Because he didn’t doubt for a moment she’d masturbated to his image. If she suffered even an ounce of the same attraction then he’d soon have his chance. If I play my cards right, I’ll be plucking—and tasting—her juicy fruit soon, then maybe this stupid obsession will stop. And if it didn’t? At least she’d make his life interesting.
Perusing her through dark-tinted aviator glasses, he smirked. She’d dressed smartly for the occasion in a black pantsuit with heeled boots. She looked every inch the professional. He hoped she’d worn something just as nice under the spell because it wouldn’t last much longer.
“You might as well drop the glamor thing now before we run into any humans.” Because one touch from him and she’d turn into her true, much more desirable, self.
“I don’t want to,” she said stubbornly.
“Fine. Have it your way. When you touch me and the real you suddenly appears and freaks the humans out, you can go to the council and explain how your vanity was more important than the rules we all abide by.” The council punished severely those who did not follow their number one rule of, “Don’t let the humans know.”
Scowling, she muttered, “Hate you.”
“Ah, you say the sweetest things. Now are you going to change? We need to get going so we’re not late.”
Looking up and down the deserted sidewalk—not surprising given the yuppies who lived here with day jobs—she let her magical facade disappear and her sweet freckled, frowning self came into view. Wearing hip-hugging black slacks, an off the shoulder silky thing that showed off a turquoise tank top underneath, and her riot of curls, she kicked his horny level up another notch. Bloody hell, does she have to be so goddamned cute? Even frowning, she tempted him. Here was to hoping he could handle the upcoming torture of her touching him. Ryker gestured for her to climb on the bike and seat herself behind him.
Eyeing his motorcycle, she shook her head. “I can’t get on that.”
“Why not?” he asked. “Afraid?”
“No,” she retorted. “But I’m not exactly dressed for a motorcycle ride, and I am not wrecking my hair with a helmet.”
Wreck her hair? It didn’t even look like she’d brushed it. Why did she lie? Why doesn’t she want to get on the bike behind me? A musky scent wafted, surrounding him. He inhaled deep, savoring it.
Mmmm… Smells yummy.
His little witch wanted him. It wasn’t her hair or her outfit that kept her from climbing on the back. She’s afraid to touch me. If it weren’t for the worry she’d have an aneurism of rage, he’d have thumped his chest and accused of her of being chicken again. Actually, on second thought, that sounded like fun.
“I know why. You’re afraid if you press your body up against mine, you won’t be able to control yourself, and you’ll maul me. Don’t worry. I’m okay with that. Hell, if you want, I’ll unbuckle my pants for you now and give you something to hold onto.”
He didn’t know why he felt the need to render her speechless—or livid beyond belief—but damn, he enjoyed it.
“You are so conceited. I don’t know why you persist in thinking you’re so irresistible.”
“Because I am. Why else would you not want to climb aboard? It’s not because you’re afraid of speed. You ride a broom. So that means you are scared of getting close to me, proving me right. You want my body.”
“Do not. Prepare to be wrong.” Glaring at him coldly, she swung her leg over the seat of the bike and, with no backrest behind her to hold onto, she wrapped her arms around his torso.
Oh hell yeah. Ryker sucked in a breath and almost went cross-eyed with desire. Mustn’t react. Mustn’t drag her from the bike and kiss her senseless. Mustn’t…
His beast roared in frustration, which didn’t help matters. The sensation of her pressing up against him, her scent of lingering arousal and flowers swirling around him in a heady mix made him wonder if perhaps he’d gone too far. Fuck her not being to handle it. I don’t know how the hell I’m going to navigate when the only thing I want to drive is my cock between her thighs.
But drive he did, the cool, brisk wind clearing his mind at least. His groin was a whole other problem. Through his side mirrors, he could see her, and what a picture she made with the wind making her cheeks bloom with color. Her sunglasses hid her eyes, but she couldn’t hide the way she kept gnawing her lip every time she found herself nuzzling his shoulder.
All too soon, they reached the restaurant. As soon as the bike stopped, his little witch hopped off the bike and in a blink of an eye, managed to look cool and poised, that is if you ignored her wild hair.
Ryker got off the bike more slowly, willing his body to return to a more natural—AKA soft—state. His leather jacket thankfully came down part way and hid the semi-bulge that had taken up permanent residence since he’d begun dreaming of her. No matter how many times he jerked off, as soon as he thought of or saw her, the erection came back.
Raking his fingers through his hair, he gave her a cocky grin. “Ready, my little heksen?” The Danish word for witch came suddenly to his lips as a term of endearment. “Oh and just so you’re forewarned, I kind of lied earlier. The ex-Mrs. Rumpelstiltskin isn’t exactly expecting us. I thought the element of surprise might work in our favor.” He expected her to harangue him over his small fib, but once again, she surprised and delighted him.
“Perfect. Let’s go ambush her then.” With a smile a shark would have found chilling, Evangeline led the way into the restaurant with the bearing of a duchess. Holding in a chuckle of admiration, Ryker followed, eager to see her in action.
Evangeline unerringly threaded a path through the dining room, brushing off the maître d’ with a glacial stare that had him backing away with his hands up.
Thumbs looped into his pockets, Ryker followed behind with a feral grin, one which made the patrons in the restaurant give him a wide berth and avoid eye contact. Why be nice when you can have them fear you? It makes things so much easier in the long run.
Ryker recognized Rumpelstiltskin’s ex from the picture he’d pulled up the previous night when researching her. Blonde and statuesque, she’d modeled for years before marrying Rumpelstiltskin and giving him the one thing he didn’t have—a child. Judging by the stones glittering at her lobes, neck, and fingers, it proved a lucrative move. Until she fucked it up.
Without introduction, Evangeline pulled out the seat opposite Heidi, whose ice queen, blonde looks bespoke good old German stock. By all appearances, their employer had stuck to his ancient roots and married from his grandfather’s country of birth. Turning a seat backwards, Ryker straddled it, his spot placing him between the two ladies. A great position for him to sit back and watch his witch at work while remaining close enough to intervene in the unlikely case she needed help.
“Excuse me, but that seat is taken.”
“Yes, it is. How observant of you.”
“I meant that I was holding it for someone else. And that person isn’t you.”
“How rude. And here we haven’t even been properly introduced.”
“Who are you?” asked Heidi imperiously.
“I am your worst nightmare if you piss me off,” said Evangeline, crossing her legs and flicking at a piece of imaginary lint on her shirt.
“I think you should leave.” The blonde raised her hand to signal a waiter.
“I really wouldn’t do that if I were you. Answer a few questions, honestly of course, and we’ll be gone before you know it.”
“And why would I do that?”
“Because you won’t like what comes next if you don’t.”
“You don’t frighten me.”
A low chuckle left his witch’s lips. “I should.” Evangeline leaned forward, putting herself in Heidi’s space. “But before we get to the reasons why, aren’t you curious as to why your ex-husband hired us?”
“You work for Rumpie?” Heidi lowered her hand and narrowed her eyes at them.
“I’m with Wicked Incorporated,” said Evangeline, sliding a business card across the table.
Heidi only gave the card a cursory glance. “I have nothing to say. If Rumpie wants to talk, he knows the number for my lawyer.”
“Do you really want to get those barracudas involved? We both know your purse can’t handle that kind of expense.”
Heidi’s lips flattened and her expression turned ugly. “What exactly is it you’re after?”
“Rumor is you want your daughter back and are planning to snatch her at a wedding.” Evangeline spoke bluntly as she pretended to examine her nails, but Ryker saw through her nonchalant ploy. She’d hoped to catch Heidi off guard. However, he’d wager good money Heidi’s surprise was genuine.
“Kidnap that spoiled brat? What the hell would I do that for? He wanted her in the divorce, he got her.”
“That’s kind of a cold attitude,” interjected Ryker. “She is your daughter after all.”
Arctic blue eyes turned to look at him, their perusal of his body and the interest that suddenly glinted in them not lost on him, or on his witch, apparently. She stiffened in her seat and her scent suddenly radiated annoyance. Or was the more accurate term jealousy?
“Listen, I might have birthed the girl, but that was the closest we ever were. Rumpie doted on that child from day one and had no use for me after her arrival. His attitude rubbed off on the girl, and she treated me like a piece of furniture—beneath her notice at that. Now let me ask you, why on earth would I want to have her back?”
“More money?” said Evangeline, turning Heidi’s attention back to her. “That mansion of yours, as well as your shopping habits, has sucked your divorce settlement just about dry.”
“So what? You think I’m going to kidnap my own daughter and hold her ransom?” Heidi’s disdain came through clearly. “Please. If I ever touched a hair on that child’s head, Rumpie would have me killed, birth mother or not. And as for money, perhaps you should have dug a little deeper. I’m getting married again to a very wealthy man. Something that Rumpie is well aware of. If you’re searching for a motive, then you’re looking at the wrong person.”
Evangeline didn’t say anything, but her nails clacking on the table in a rapid staccato belayed her irritation. Rumpelstiltskin had purposely led them in the wrong direction and while Ryker wondered at his motive, Evangeline appeared pissed.
Standing abruptly, his witch made to leave, and Ryker went to follow suit only to halt when the manicured hand of the ex-Mrs. Rumpelstiltskin grasped at his arm and tugged him down.
Giving her a quizzical look, he almost rolled his eyes when Heidi blatantly licked her overly rouged lips and leaned forward, baring her ample cleavage. “Let the witch go and stay with me for lunch. I’m not married yet, and I do so love giving and receiving dessert.”
Ryker didn’t have a chance to answer her obvious overture, because his witch, sparks almost literally flying from her green eyes, whirled around. She slammed her hands down on the table in front of the blonde cougar with a resounding smack. Evangeline must have cast some kind of Jedi look-away spell, because despite the loud noise, not to mention the ozone smell rolling off her, she’d not drawn the attention of any of the restaurant’s patrons.
“Get your hands off him,” hissed his witch.
“Or what?” said Heidi, arching a brow while Ryker struggled to hold back a grin. Catfight!
Power sizzled in the air. The static energy made Evangeline’s hair ruffle and lift as if moved by an invisible breeze. Her eyes turned almost black as she channeled and held some magic in an obvious power show. “Or I will suck out the youth you’ve siphoned for years and leave you as desiccated as the mummies in the museum just up the street.”
Heidi’s eyes widened with fear. “You’re a witch.”
“The Wickedest Witch, something you’d know if you’d actually looked at my business card.”
As if Ryker had suddenly developed the plague, Heidi’s hand removed itself from his arm and disappeared under the table into her lap. Her face also adopted a more subservient mien. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know who you were. I meant no offense.”
Ryker wanted to laugh at the way the Heidi bowed before Evangeline’s evident power, but he found himself much more intrigued by the jealousy his witch had just displayed.
She might not like me, but she wants me, and I don’t get the impression she likes to share. Good. Because he didn’t share well either.



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
THE SMUG GRIN Ryker wore as he trailed Evangeline out of the restaurant had her cheeks burning in unaccustomed embarrassment. She’d made an utter fool of herself. What the hell possessed me to tell her to keep her hands off?
It’s not like he’s mine. But while her mind had no problem recognizing that, her body still bristled, a red rage edged in green threatened to rise and she fought the urge to whirl back around and rearrange that uppity bitch’s facial features into something Picasso-ish. What a pity magical society rules prohibited petty revenge. Not that she always followed the rules; after all, she’d not gotten the name of wickedest by being a goody-two-shoes white witch.
The biggest problem she foresaw if she did retaliate was the admission that she considered the burly shifter hers. And I never was good at sharing.
“Stop grinning,” she snapped.
“Who says I am?” he replied smoothly from right behind her.
“I can feel your smugness.”
“Can you blame me? You want me.”
“Do not.”
“Liar.”
“Compliments will get you nowhere.”
“What will?”
She almost stumbled at his sincere-sounding query. What would it take for her to revert her opinion on him? Nothing because shifters and witches should mix. Not even for a few minutes—hours…days…of sex.
Catching sight of his bike outside, Evangeline wanted to groan. I can’t go back on that thing. She’d barely made it here without latching onto that tempting neck of his and leaving him a permanent hickey. The willpower required to resist on the ride back might be more than she could handle. In an effort to delay, she whipped out her cell phone and dialed Rumpelstiltskin’s office.
The line rang a few times and went to voicemail.
“Merrily the feast I’ll make, today I brew, tomorrow I bake. The day after that trouble will wake, and all will know whom to blame for Rumpelstiltskin is my name. Leave your message after the tone.”
Beep.
“Listen, you little mischief maker, you’d better have a good excuse for why you led us on a merry chase. We know Heidi’s not the problem, so either you tell us what’s really going on or you can double my rate if I have to go digging for myself.” Annoyed, she snapped her phone shut and looked up to see an incredulous Ryker staring at her in shock.
“Did you just give an ultimatum to one of the most powerful beings in our world?” He sounded almost choked.
Evangeline frowned at him. “He lied. I don’t like that. And I meant what I said. If I’ve got to work harder because he’s dicking me around, then he’s going to pay for it.”
The laughter that came roaring out of him took her by surprise. Most people ran away when she got into one of her black moods. Usually screaming.
“What’s so funny?” she asked crossly, not getting his mirth.
He stopped laughing long enough to say, “You have got the balls of a man.” Then he roared again.
Compliment or not? Judging by his laughter, probably not. Irritated and aroused at his lack of fear, she wet her lips slowly and sensuously with her tongue. Ryker instantly stopped laughing. His blue eyes glinted with gold as his gaze turned smoldering.
Smiling at him, and pleased at his reaction, she sashayed close enough to put her hands on his chest and tilted her head back to look up at him. As if mesmerized, he simply stared down at her, a move she found unnerving for she could see his beast reflected in his eyes, and it appeared hungry.
“Oh, Ryker,” she whispered in a singsong voice, standing on tiptoe.
“Yes,” he said, dipping his head down lower.
“I don’t like it when people laugh at me.” Before he had time to register her warning, she hooked her foot around his ankle and pushed on his chest, toppling him.
Damn his feline reflexes. While taken by surprise, he didn’t hit the pavement as hoped. He recovered with only a slight wobble and Evangeline took a step back because the gleam in his eyes and the tilt of his lips promised retribution.
Uh-oh. She couldn’t help but shiver.
He wagged a finger at her. “Naughty little witch. For that, you owe me a kiss.”
“You wish.”
“Not for long.”
“Are we going to do this the easy way or hard way?”
“What’s the difference?” Oh how devilish he seemed with the naughty grin that stretched his lips. Evangeline swallowed hard and warm liquid soaked her panties.
“The easy way, you just get your ass here and pucker up. I kiss you. We’re done.”
“And the hard way?”
“You make me chase you. I get really hot and bothered. I drag you into the nearest alley and show you why you shouldn’t taunt men bigger and stronger than you.”
“You wouldn’t dare.”
“Then you obviously haven’t done your research. I’m not a tame little boy. Nor do I like to follow the rules. I want a kiss and I will have one. The only choice you have is the how. Make your choice, witch, or I will make it for you.”
The usual methods she employed involving magic wouldn’t work on him. Damn his shifter genes. And he was right. His size did give him an advantage. She’d really need to look into carrying around a silver dagger to avoid situations such as these. In the meantime, though, she had a choice to make.
Taking his kiss like a woman—and enjoying it—or running and getting even more than a simple embrace.
It seemed she was more cowardly than she knew. She chose to give in to the simple kiss. Only there wasn’t anything simple about it. One touch and she wished she’d taken option number two.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
SHE GAVE IN without a fight.
Ryker couldn’t believe it when her face softened and her lips parted. An invitation if he ever saw one. Not one to waste an opportunity, especially when he’d expected her to run, he quickly folded her into his arms, her plush frame a perfect fit against him. He restrained himself from crushing her velvety lips, instead tasting them gently, her arousal rising in a musky cloud around them and making his primal instincts come forth.
Inside his mind, his beast paced restlessly, the urge to mate—to claim—the woman in his arms almost overwhelming. He molded her body against his, his firm erection pressing insistently against her stomach, but instead of shying from his evident excitement, she dug her nails into his back and squeezed herself closer. He cupped her perfectly rounded ass with his hands as she opened her mouth, her sinuous tongue venturing forth to duel with his.
Had sanity not suddenly prevailed in the form of a catcall—“Get a room!”—and reminded him they still stood—barely—on a city sidewalk, he would have taken her right there and then. He could even picture it. She’d have her pants around her ankles with her rounded tush bent and presented to him. Or, even hotter, he’d sit sideways on his bike, she’d straddle him and ride him, her sweet bottom bouncing up and down on his lap. He’d cup those cheeks, impaling her, while kissing her neck, preparing her for his mark.
Oh fuck!
With a curse, he broke off the kiss and moved back in an attempt to regain control of his hormones. A move his beast disliked judging by its snarl of frustration.
The man wanted to snarl, too, as he saw her eyes heavy-lidded with desire and her lips swollen and inviting. However, she deserved better than a public rutting—well, at least not for their first time. So, what the hell am I waiting for? Let’s get her back to my place. She is ripe for the plucking.
Straddling his bike, Ryker held his hand out to her. Asked her without words to come and finish what they started.
She swayed where she stood, her eyes blurred with passion, her lips red and full from the kiss, her nipples hard points through her thin shirt. Indecision warred on her expressive face. He gestured for her to join him on the back of the bike and in return, his bed, but she shied back on unsteady feet.
Her forehead creasing, he saw the passion in her eyes fade, replaced with reality. That never boded well.
“Come with me, Evangeline,” he said, still hoping she’d let her hormones do the talking. Fat chance.
Adopting a smooth, expressionless mask, she hid the remaining signs of her capitulation to him. “And just where do you want to take me?” She couldn’t hide the breathiness in her voice and Ryker inwardly smiled. She could pretend all she wanted. He could still smell her arousal.
“I don’t suppose you’d like to see the ceiling in my bedroom?”
Expecting the slap that came flying his way, he caught her hand and used it to jerk her close. Again, unlike any other woman who would have been frightened by such rough treatment, her eyes smoldered with restrained passion. “Pig. Just because I enjoyed the kiss doesn’t mean I am going to screw you.”
“I don’t know why you keep stubbornly denying the chemistry between us.”
“Because you’re an animal.”
“I am. In and out of bed. And if you ask me, I think that turns you on.”
“Arousal or not, I won’t be looking to you for the solution. There are other men out there suitable for the task.”
Did she just threaten to fuck another guy? Oh hell no. He couldn’t help the menacing growl. “Don’t you dare.”
“Or what?”
“Or you’ll see what happens when you piss a large cat off.”
“What I do in my spare time and with who is none of your affair.”
“That’s what you think.” Before he did something stupid, in plain sight of curious humans who watched their altercation, he kicked the parking stand off his bike and turned the key in the ignition. “This isn’t over, witch. I’ll be seeing you—all of you—soon.”
He gunned the bike before peeling away from the curb, a jealous rage simmering along with ball-aching arousal.
Cold shower and five-fingered shag, here I come.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
LATE AGAIN. IT seemed she’d spent the last few days arriving everywhere late. Getting started on her day late. Going to bed late. She who hated tardiness, now the queen supreme of it.
This is all his fault. Him and that damned kiss.
The hottest, panty-wetting kiss and the fact he kept calling and calling. Cajoling her to meet him. Threatening to come see her. Sensually asking her to let him in. Demanding she answer.
Idiot that she was, she kept replaying his messages over and over. Sometimes masturbating to the sound of his voice. Other times standing with chattering teeth under a cold shower spray. Nothing she did could stop the temptation he posed. The arousal he evoked. The longing she couldn’t stem.
This turmoil and the solutions she kept attempting screwed with her time management. Case in point—he’d just called, again, describing in vivid detail what he’d enjoy doing to her body.
Forget the fact she was expected for a dress fitting, her body required attention. Not that it helped the underlying problem.
I want him.
And she didn’t think she had the willpower to fight it any longer.
Walking into the bridal shop, she wondered for the umpteenth time why he hadn’t come knocking on her door—or kicking it down—as her body had avidly hoped he would do. Did he have some kind of shifter code that wouldn’t allow him to force entry? Did his pride demand she capitulate? A better question was, what would I have done if he had shown up in all his masculine glory?
Too easily, a vision came to her of licking her way down his chest, following a triangle of hair that led to . . .
Damn, another pair of fucking panties to wash.
Stupid, oversized . . . She didn’t even realize she grumbled aloud until her sister Isobel said, “Who’s too hot for his own good?”
Blushing, a much too common occurrence nowadays, Evangeline glared at her sister, whom she’d not even noticed, too caught up in her own internal ranting. “No one.”
“So Mr. No-one has you threatening to drop his hot ass in a South Antarctic crevice?”
Unfortunately, her mother and sister had both insisted she go au naturel to the wedding, which meant she couldn’t hide behind her usual mask. “It’s nothing.”
“Doesn’t sound like nothing.”
“Just some annoying stalker guy who won’t go away. Don’t worry about it.” Figured her sister would note her heightened color as she tried to avoid replying.
“Ooh, have you been hiding things from me, Eva?”
Evangeline scowled, which only deepened Isobel’s grin. “Can we just get this over with? I have a job I need to do some research on.”
“Wow, whoever he is, he’s really got your panties in a twist,” said her shockingly beautiful—and skinny, the bitch—sister. “Anybody I know?”
“No.” A statement she had to revise given her upcoming job. “Kind of. He’s a groomsman and he’s going to be my partner for the wedding.”
“Oh, the man Rumpelstiltskin wanted you to have to help you guard his little girl.”
“You know about the job?” said Evangeline, surprised. She’d assumed her mother would keep it a secret so as to not stress Isobel before the wedding from Hell.
“Of course I do. Christopher and I don’t keep secrets from each other,” said Isobel smugly.
So it wasn’t Mother who tattled. Of even more surprise was Isobel’s belief that Christopher didn’t belong in the same category as every other lying, scum-sucking male on the planet. I mean, come on, my sister’s fiancé is the heir to Hell. But hey, if it made her happy to believe he told her everything, Evangeline wouldn’t ruin it. She might act abrasive with her sister, but the truth she’d deny if anyone asked? She loved her sibling deeply. Although she’d kill anyone who suggested it. She did have a reputation to maintain.
“So is he hot?” asked Isobel, twirling in front of a mirror and admiring the flowing line of her cream-colored wedding gown. At least she’d not gone with a classic white. One thing her sister certainly wasn’t, since meeting the prince of Hell, was a virgin.
“Who is hot?” asked her mother coming from the back.
“No one,” mumbled Evangeline, wishing her sister would take the hint and STFU—shut the fuck up. Not likely.
“Eva’s got the hots for some guy, and he’s coming to the wedding,” tattled Isobel, who stuck out her tongue when Evangeline flashed her the middle finger.
Her mother’s eyes widened. “A man. Evangeline, are you keeping secrets? Who is he? What class of magic does he dabble in?”
“He’s a pain in my ass and he’s not a wizard or sorcerer, so you can get that matchmaking gleam out of your eye, Mother. We’re doing a job together, and once it’s done, he is out of my life.”
“But if you like him—”
“I do not like him,” yelled Evangeline.
“Then why were you blushing?” taunted her sister.
“I don’t want to talk about it.” Evangeline grumbled under her breath about nosy sisters and interfering mothers as she grabbed the hanger with the pink monstrosity they expected her to wear and headed for the changing rooms.
She stripped out of her clothes and stood in her bra and panties, scowling at the frilly bridesmaid gown. Knowing she only delayed the inevitable, she struggled to get into the dress, the filmy layers battling her at every chance.
“Stupid, frilly, ugly, pink.” On and on she cursed the bloody gown. When she finally wedged it on, she reached and strained, but to no avail. She couldn’t do up the zipper at her back
“Evangeline,” called her mother. “What is taking you so long?”
“I can’t do up the stupid zipper,” she shouted back.
She heard the curtain behind her rustle as someone stepped in, but the electric shock that ran through her at the touch of the calloused fingers at her back let her know it wasn’t her mother or sister in there with her.
Whirling, she gaped at Ryker, not really surprised to see him. Her body had instantly known, and honestly, she’d expected to run into him before this.
“What are you doing here?” she hissed even as a tingling awareness ran through her body.
“Well, you avoided all my calls, so I contacted your mother, who was most helpful in letting me know where you’d be today.”
Her mother who’d just a moment ago acted as if she knew nothing about Ryker. Devious old sorceress!
“You need to leave now.” Evangeline felt her heart rate speeding up. It had been two days since their last encounter and apparently, absence made the body hornier. Her knees grew weak and heat suffused her body, especially in the damp spot between her legs.
“I am not going anywhere. As soon as this dress fitting is done, you and I are sitting down and hashing out our plan. Actually, first, I am going to fuck you until you scream my name. Then I am going to fuck you until you claw my back. Then, over some take out, we’ll hash out our plan.”
Oh, dark lord, did he have to say it in such a demanding way? “And if I say no?” Evangeline didn’t have it in her to cave so easily.
“You won’t.” Before she could move, his hands were on her waist and lifting her up. She should have protested, kicked him in the jewels, done something, but all she could do—and really wanted—was to close her eyes and tilt her head up toward his.
The hard lips crushing hers did not disappoint. Ryker kissed her with an urgency and passion that matched her own sexual frustration. Under his questing tongue, she parted her lips, eagerly meeting his sensuous thrusts with slippery stabs of her own. He tasted just as wild as she recalled. And oh how he fueled her burning desire.
The strength he displayed as his hands held her tightly and effortlessly off the floor made her melt and also made her mouth all too easy to plunder. She clutched at his muscled shoulders, wanting to tear the fabric that stood between her and the hot flesh hidden beneath.
“Evangeline, hasn’t your man helped you zip up yet? You’ve been in there a long time. What are you two doing?”
“What do you think they’re doing, Mother?” Isobel said, laughter in her voice.
“What do you mean? Oh. Oh!” Her mother’s shrill voice acted like a cold bucket of water. Evangeline froze in Ryker’s embrace. With a sigh, he set her down.
“I’ve really got pick better spots to kiss you,” he said in a mournful tone she totally understood.
Evangeline stepped back, trying to regain some semblance of equilibrium, a difficult task with his body temptingly close. The small cubicle had nowhere to run, though. The bench behind her made her stumble, and she sat down hard on its surface.
Befuddled and aroused, she looked up at his enigmatic face with his hooded eyes, the gold in them glinting, showing the passion that still simmered just beneath the surface. Down dropped her gaze to his mouth. His wickedly pleasurable mouth, which, only moments ago, possessed hers. She licked her lips. With a soft curse, he dropped to his knees in front of her.
“Stop starting at me like that.”
“Like how.”
“Like you want me to finish what we started. I can only take so much.”
“Then maybe you shouldn’t have come.”
“I tried. But dammit, I couldn’t stay away.”
He couldn’t? For some reason, his angry admission created a warm spot inside.
“What do you want from me?” she asked.
“You.”
Such a simple admission. And probably the sexiest confession she’d ever heard.
“We shouldn’t.”
“I don’t care.”
“Eva, I am still waiting. Are you coming out?”
“I think a better question, Mother, is are you decent?”
“Isobel!”
“What? Did you see the hunk that went in after her?”
“You shouldn’t notice such things. You are getting married.”
“I’m getting married, not going blind.”
Evangeline sighed as her family continued to banter. A wry grin tilted Ryker’s lips. “I guess I should have chosen a better spot to ambush you. Finish your dress fitting and meet me outside. We’ll go somewhere and talk. Okay?”
She doubted they’d get much talking done, unless you counted his dick saying hello to her pussy, which at this point was the only conversation she wanted to have. She nodded in silent assent and watched, as with one last cocky smile, he left through the curtain.
What am I going to do about him? I’ve never wanted a man like this. I turn positively stupid when he’s around. Figures the one man who makes me lose my wits is an obnoxious shifter. A passionate animal who could handle her dark side.
When Evangeline knew she could stand without collapsing in a puddle on the floor—that man packed a whopper of a kiss—she exited the change room and immediately faced her smirking sister.
“You’re right,” Isobel said. “He is too hot for his own good.”
Yes, he is, and I want to burn up in his embrace.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
RYKER SAT IN the coffee shop across the street from the bridal store, and watched the door, still aroused, definitely befuddled, and impatient as hell.
What the hell just happened? Other than the most passionate embrace of his life. He’d simply intended to track her down, since she wouldn’t take his calls, and hash out their next plan of action. Instead, at the sight of her looking like a delectable bonbon, he’d kissed her, something both the man and beast had greatly enjoyed. Something she enjoyed. A kiss he intended to finish once she met up with him and he’d gotten her somewhere private. No more interruptions.
It had taken great will power to walk away; something his beast still hadn’t calmed down about. The big feline paced the edges of his mind, agitated and growling.
At this point, Ryker didn’t know what to do or think. Fighting his attraction to the witch seemed a lost cause. And honestly, the moments of bliss he’d experienced so far with her made him wonder why he even bothered trying. Heck, he’d technically stalked her by phone for the past few days, leaving message after message, trying to demand, entice, beg for a response. She’d not answered. He’d taken to lurking outside her place, but she avoided capture, taking to the air on her damnable broom. In the end, he’d swallowed his pride and cheated by calling her family. Yes, he’d ambushed her. He had to. He could no longer fight his attraction.
He’d gone through the reasons to stay away countless times.
She’s not a shifter. Mother will never approve. But then again, he’d tried doing it his mother’s way before and look how that turned out. His brothers had done their duty to the clan; they didn’t need Ryker to carry on the bloodline. So why couldn’t he do what his beast—and the man—wanted?
Was falling for a witch really that bad? He’d always been different from his brothers—bigger, more aggressive, and a hell of a lot more sarcastic. So why shouldn’t he be different in his choice of a bedmate too? Sating his desires on her luscious body might put his pacing kitty to rest, not to mention relieve the aching tension in his blue balls. He didn’t need to make her his mate. He’d keep it to sex only.
If she didn’t change her mind. Oh fuck. He hoped she didn’t. He didn’t think he could last another day without sinking into her sinfully sexy body.
Ryker must have made a noise or winced because the voice of Evangeline’s mother came from in front of him asking, “Is something wrong, dear? You look like you swallowed something sour.”
Ryker glanced up with assessing eyes as the woman who looked like Evangeline’s older sister sat down. It seems witches age just as well as shifters do.
“You’re Evangeline’s mother, aren’t you? The one I spoke to on the phone.”
“Yes, my name is Marya Rasputin, but you may call me Mary. So you are the hot man who has my daughter throwing a tantrum?”
Straight and to the point, just like her daughter. Ryker didn’t even try to withhold his grin of masculine pleasure at knowing he had Evangeline in a frenzy. “Funny, I wouldn’t have thought tantrums unusual given what I’ve seen of her.”
Mary laughed. “Yes, my Eva can be somewhat controlling and temperamental. She needs a strong man to rein her in. Someone who will not fear her little mood swings.”
“Fear her?” It was Ryker’s turn to laugh. “She’s too cute to be scary.”
His words rendered Mary speechless for a moment, and Ryker had to wonder what idiots his witch had dated in the past. He really needed to kill them for touching her.
“I’m Ryker Pantero, by the way. A shifter, in case you didn’t already know.”
A dark brow arched and she smiled. “A Pantero, and I’ll bet you’re an alpha too. Interesting. No wonder Eva won’t talk about you. She has this misguided notion about species not mixing.”
“Funny, I was going to say my clan has that same notion.”
Mary stared at him intently. “And will that stop you from pursuing what your beast wants?”
Her words startled him. “How do you know about what my beast wants?”
“I am Rasputin’s daughter, I know many things. But you did not answer my question. Will you claim my daughter?”
His beast stirred and snarled a reply, a reply he echoed. “Yes.” Funny, he hadn’t even known his answer until he spoke it aloud.
“And if she says no?”
Ryker turned from the window, the one he kept peering through so he’d catch his witch when she emerged from the salon. He regarded the woman with the odd questions. “Then I will convince her.” Even if he had to tie her down and tongue her until she screamed “Yes!”
Satisfied apparently with his answer, Mary nodded her head and smiled. “So be it. Now you’d better hurry before she runs off on you again.”
A quick look out the window showed his witch looking up and down the street, her lower lip clamped between her pearly teeth. Oh no you don’t.
With a quick “Bye,” Ryker dashed outside and hailed Evangeline. She stared at him, her eyes full of such erotic longing that he, the graceful one in the clan, stumbled.
His beast just chuffed—Mine. Ryker didn’t disagree. Yes, ours. Ours at last.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
“WHERE DO YOU want to go so we can talk?”
She understood what he meant, and lucky him, she’d come to a decision inside the dress shop, one that would see them naked and doing the horizontal tango in less than ten minutes—if he made all the lights between here and her place. Why fight what my body wants? It’s not as if I love him or something. It’s just sex.
“Let’s go to my apartment.”
The words no sooner left her mouth than they were flying through the streets, his bike weaving among the cars in a dangerous dance that exhilarated her.
She sat behind him with her arms wrapped tight around his torso, her lips brushing his nape, nibbling and kissing until he growled. “You’ll get us both killed.” With that kind of warning, she latched onto his skin, sucking him as he cranked up the speed in a deadly race to get them to her place.
Once there, she led the way up the stairs to her third floor apartment, his electric presence behind her enough to make her legs weak and wet her already drenched panties.
“Dammit, witch, move faster, or I’m going to take you on these damn stairs.”
Startled at his confession, she whirled to face him. Did she really tempt him that much? The idea both excited and confused her. Men did not find her irresistible. They did not act like savage beasts with no control. Until Ryker.
Blazing eyes of gold, passion having swept away almost all signs of the less than civilized man, she found herself swept up in a brawny pair of arms. He then proceeded to jog up the rest of the stairs. His macho man act enabled her to resume nibbling the skin along the side of his neck and jaw. She quite enjoyed the little growls he emitted at each nip of her teeth.
“Keys?” he said, sounding pained in front of her door. Evangeline waved her hand at the portal, which with a few clicks, swung open.
“Nice trick,” he said, striding in. She used her magic to push the door closed, and just in time, too, because she lost all reason when his lips came down hard over hers, the force and passion behind his embrace overwhelming in its intensity. It was also highly pleasurable.
He unhooked his arm from under her knees and let her legs down, not that they wanted to hold her weight. Knees weak, Evangeline pressed herself up against his hard length, twining her arms around neck as his wrapped around her, hugging her tight. She moaned into his mouth at the electric feel. Shivered at the bulge pressed against her lower belly.
Pushing her up against the wall to brace her, Ryker’s hands tugged at her clothes, which took too long to come undone in Evangeline’s impatient mind. With a whisper of magic, she pulled all the stitches out of their garments and the loose fabric dropped to the floor.
“Neat trick,” he chuckled. He wasted no time in enjoying their naked status, plastering himself to her, skin to skin. Thank the dark lord, he pinned her to the plaster, holding her up because the friction of his body against hers made her tremble. A boneless mass of sensation, she would have probably slid to the floor. The rough edge of his unshaven jaw scraped across her tender skin as he kissed and licked his way down the middle of her chest. Rough hands cupped her plentiful breasts, his thumbs rubbing against her protruding tips. When he finally sucked a peak in to his mouth? She squealed and clutched at his hair, urging him on, grinding his face against her. He took his time torturing her nipples. Pulling the nubs with his lips. Pinching them with his teeth. Running his tongue over and around them while pressing a muscled thigh between her legs, rubbing it against her core until she writhed.
“Stop teasing me,” she gasped. “And fuck me already.”
“Are you sure? I could do this all day,” he taunted, his warm breath fluttering against her damp nipple.
“I want to come on your cock.”
Magic words it seemed. Instantly, he stopped his foreplay and pressed himself to her, his lips scorching hers in a passionate kiss that stole her breath. She could feel his shaft, a hot, living beast, throbbing against her belly.
“Do you have a condom?” she panted, frantic with need, but not so far gone as to forget protection.
“Shifters can’t get diseases,” was his reply.
Evangeline almost swooned with delight, because she already knew their different castes precluded pregnancy. And oh how she looked forward to the sinful pleasure of having a man inside her without a latex barrier.
Their lips locked in a kiss that made her blood run molten through her veins. She wanted him desperately. As if sensing her need, his hands cupped her ass cheeks and squeezed before he lifted her off the floor, pressing her back against the wall. Oh darkness, how she enjoyed his effortless strength. Used to coupling in the standard positions, she found the concept of doing it standing up rather titillating. Not that she needed any more stimulation.
Aloft, with her legs straddling his waist, she could easily feel his thick head pulsing at the entrance to her sex. She angled her hips with an impatient mewling sound, tired of waiting. When he probed her with the tip, she exhaled a happy sigh.
Slowly, too slowly for her liking, he slid his hard length into her, and Evangeline dug her fingers into the muscles of his shoulder, awash in sensation.
“Wrap your legs around me,” he whispered in her ear. He didn’t have to tell her twice. She immediately latched her limbs around him tight, which in turn drove him even more deeply into her. She moaned and tensed, her whole body trembling and on the brink.
Thick, rigid, and long, just like the rest of him, he stretched her deliciously. Filled her up. Filled her up and left her craving more. She could sense he held back.
“Bed?” he asked in a pained voice.
“Too far,” she gasped.
He hissed and threw his head back. “I’ll make up for this later, I promise.” With his fingers gripping her ass cheeks, spreading them, he pumped her tight sheath, long strokes that had her keening and panting. She tried to hold on, to prolong the ecstasy that coursed through her body, but when the tip of his cock found her sweet spot over and over, hitting it, making her shudder, she lost it.
Screaming loudly, she spasmed around his hard length. Her climax rippled and clung to his driving cock and it wasn’t long before he yelled and shot fiery liquid inside of her.
Oh dark lord, that was good. More than good. Amazing. Fucking awesome.
Evangeline shuddered, the pleasure in her refusing to abate. Demanding more. I wonder how long it takes a shifter to recuperate? Because she was ready for round two.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
RYKER TIGHTENED HIS hold on his little witch when she shuddered, sending a jolt of pure desire right through him. Unbelievably, he could feel himself growing hard again. As if once with her would be enough. He wanted her again, but this time, he would take his time exploring her instead of ravishing her like a savage beast. And for that, he wanted a bed.
Her soft ass cheeks fit perfectly in his hands, and he squeezed them as he carried her away from the wall where he’d just taken her, no better than a rutting animal in heat. Of course, he hadn’t heard her complaining. On the contrary, she’d reacted to his passion with even more fervor than he’d ever imagined from a woman.
Fuck, is she hot. And perfect. And sexy. And mine.
“Where’s your bed?” He followed the wave of her hand into a room that he didn’t even bother to look at. Who cared about the décor when all he wanted was the big bed in the middle of it?
Not letting their bodies separate, he placed her on the bed, his ever-hardening cock still nestled inside her moistness.
She looked up at him inquisitively, and with a cat’s smile, licked her lips.
“Witch, you are some kind of naughty.”
“And the problem is?” she asked coyly, lifting her arms above her head, drawing attention to her bountiful tits.
“Have I mentioned I love naughty?” he said before dipping his head to take one of her tempting pink nipples into his mouth.
Her fingers immediately twined in his hair, yanking roughly at his strands. He growled his appreciation around his mouthful and dammit it she didn’t arch her back, offering her breast up to his mouth. Practically begging him to do more.
Ring! Ring! Ring!
He could tell she wanted to ignore it. She had her eyes clamped tight.
Ring! Ring! Ring!
Distracted, he pulled his mouth away from her nub and said, “Don’t you have voicemail?”
“Yes,” she replied through gritted teeth. “But the fact it’s not picking up means someone with magical means is doing on purpose to get my attention.”
Ryker sighed and rolled off the bed, the sight of her naked splendor enough to make him want to throttle the caller.
Of course, the ringing phone did give him a great view of his shapely witch as she came up off the bed, her creamy flesh inviting as she stalked out to her living room. He swallowed hard as he finally got a good glimpse of her rounded ass.
Now there’s an ass I can’t wait to slap my body up against. With an erection he could have hung a flag on, he followed her out to her living room area and suppressed a grin when she touched a glowing orb and snapped, “This better be good.”
“My dear Miss Rasputin, so nice to hear your dulcet tones. I was returning your call as requested. Is this a bad time?”
Ryker could hear the suppressed mirth in Rumpelstiltskin’s voice as he baited Evangeline. Judging by the static lifting her hair, she could hear it as well, and her tone when she replied would have frozen even the hardiest of arctic creatures.
“You lied to me about your ex-wife, Rumpel,” she said, not even deigning to use his full name, annoyed with their employer and unafraid to show it. “Now, you do realize this will mean an increase in my fee?”
“Now, Evangeline, it was an honest mistake. The threat I received was vague and I naturally assumed it had to be Heidi. I realize now the error of that assumption. I will of course increase your fee, especially in light of the new information I’ve received.”
“What new info is that?” asked Ryker, speaking up.
“Oh, I see your partner in this task is there as well. How delightful.”
“Get to the point, would you?” snarled Evangeline. “The wedding is in a few days, in case you hadn’t noticed. I don’t have time to play your stupid games.”
“You really know how to suck all the fun out of things,” said Rumpelstiltskin, sounding disgruntled. “Fine. You need to speak to the vampires. I assume you know where their coven is hidden?”
Who didn’t? For a race that purported it wanted to be left alone, very few people were ignorant of their lair. But then again, why leave home for take-out when they could get delivery?
“You’d better not be fucking with us again, Rumpel.”
“Would I do that?” asked the ugly man in a tone meant to sound hurt. “Try not to let them suck the life out of you.” With a cackle at his own jest, Rumpelstiltskin hung up.
Ryker paced her living room, mentally planning their next move. One did not go into a vamp lair without preparation.
“If we’re going to visit with vamps, I need to hit my place.”
“What for?” she asked, still frowning at her orb.
“If we’re gonna make nice with blood suckers then we need to impress them. I have an idea. You coming?” he asked.
“I wish,” she said, her voice low and forlorn. Ryker caught her sexual innuendo and for a moment debated saying “Fuck Rumpel” so he could fuck his witch, but then common sense—and an image of all the zeros—brought him back to his senses.
Then again…they didn’t need to leave right this second. Night fall was still a few hours away.
“We have a bit of time,” he said with a wicked smile.
“We really should be prepping for the vamps.”
“Don’t worry. We’ll be ready by dusk.”
Instead of telling her what he planned, he just picked her up fireman style—nearly went crossed-eyed at having her delectable bottom so close to his mouth—and went off to find her bathroom. Turning on the taps, he stepped back to wait while the water warmed and gave in to temptation and nuzzled her cheeks.
“What are you doing?”
“Enjoying the view.”
“Liar.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I’m well aware I have a fat ass.”
“I happen to think your ass is perfect.”
“It’s too big.”
“Just right.” He rubbed his cheek against it again. “Witch, if you only knew how many times I’ve imagined you bent over with this perfect ass up in the air, you wouldn’t argue.”
She didn’t, but he got an up close scent and view of her pussy moistening at his words. Not immune to compliments. Good to know.
When the water ran piping hot, he stepped into the shower with her still draped over his shoulder before he set her down, a slow, sensuous slide down his body that showed her just how much he liked her body. She peeked up at him through coyly fluttering lashes and smiled.
“I am really starting to like the way you think, shifter. Multi-tasking. Nice, very nice.”
With a grin, he grabbed the soap and ran it over her luscious body, loving her hourglass curves. No skin and bones here. She was all woman. My woman.
The feel of her silky smooth skin as he ran his soapy hands over her made him harder than a rock. He stroked her full breasts, rolling her nipples until they hardened, then slid a hand between her thighs to stroke her slick folds.
Wet and ready for him already.
He dropped to his knees in the tub, his face inches from her curls. Hearing her gasp, he looked up and lust roared through him as he saw her gazing down at him, her green eyes glowing with desire.
“Lick me, Ryker.”
He almost came at her bold, huskily murmured words, and his inner cat roared. “Oh, my little heksen, I am going to make you scream.”
Spreading her willing thighs, he buried his face into the part of her that smelled so decadently woman—and delicious. Her plump lips parted before his tongue and fingers, her moist core tasting so sweet. He lapped at her, his mouth unerringly finding her clit and sucking it.
Caught up in the pleasure he lavished upon her, she didn’t seem to note how hard she tugged his hair. Not that he cared about the pain, or the fact he could end up bald. He liked it when she got rough and wild. He gripped her plush ass cheeks to hold her steady as she gyrated and trembled under his oral assault. Tonguing her, he could feel her inner muscles starting to quiver and he knew she was ready to come for him. Both he and his cat growled in satisfaction—mine.
Ryker stood up and turned her around. He placed his hand in the middle of her back and pushed to bend her over. She complied, exposing her pink pussy to him and providing a target for his cock. So many times he’d imagined this moment; it didn’t compare to the reality. He also couldn’t stem his impatience. He drove into her welcoming wetness as she braced her hands on the shower wall and let out a cry, which turned into a scream of pleasure.
“That’s it, little witch. Take it. Take all of me.” And she did, thrusting back against him, inviting him to go deeper, harder. Holy fuck, it was heaven.
Feeling himself approaching the brink much too fast and not wanting to crest alone, Ryker reached a hand forward and curved it under her body, finding her sweet spot. He rubbed with one calloused finger while vigorously pumping, the gripping feel of her pelvic muscles making him tremble. I have to hold on until she comes first. Thankfully, his stroking proved too much for her to handle. With another scream, she shattered around his cock, her slick muscles squeezing him tight.
Grabbing her waist with both of his hands, he pounded her, quick and pistonlike. Her soft backside fit perfectly into the hollow of his groin, a soft cushion for the pushing that made him lose control.
It did not escape him, even amidst the loss of his control, that she took what he gave and whimpered for more.
More? His sweet witch wanted more. She is so fucking made for me.
His beast mistook his mental euphoria as assent and took control. Long canines descended into his mouth. Before he could say bad kitty, he’d pulled her upper body partially up and leaning forward, he clamped his teeth down on the nape of her neck.
As he tasted the metallic fluid that signaled he’d broken her skin, she went rigid. With a long scream of his name, she came around his shaft a second time. A gushing, scalding wetness soaked his prick still buried balls deep inside her. He came wildly, his cock spurting jet after jet of cream. His whole body shuddered with the force of his release. Slowly, his mouth let go of her skin, the round mark of his teeth vivid on her previously unblemished flesh.
Oops.
He knew he should feel bad about marking, after all, he hadn’t exactly asked her first. However, knowing the answer—No—he figured he’d explain what the mark meant later. Much, much later. Maybe after he’d gotten her drunk. Or had her handcuffed to something. It would suck if she killed him before realizing that being mated to him wasn’t the end of the world.
In the meantime, until he got brave enough to tell her, he’d have to content himself with knowing she belonged to him, a fact that made his cat finally curl up with a satisfied purr to sleep.
As if the force of their coupling had taken their voices, he and his witch quietly finished washing. She stepped out and wrapped a fluffy towel around her body. Watching her walk out of the bathroom, he found himself stunned at the possessive—and scary—feelings he felt developing for her. Feelings I’d better not mention to her or she’ll just think of something insulting to say.
She was so damned cute that way.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
“IF WE’VE GOT to hit your place, then we’re taking my car,” Evangeline said, dangling some keys.
Ryker took in her appearance and apparently lost his voice because he kept staring, speechless. Judging by the bulge in his pants, Evangeline had achieved her desired look—pretty damned hot. Knowing her glamor would be useless around the vamps and Ryker, she’d dressed with care. Drawing attention to her lush curves, she elected to wear a long black skirt with slits on the sides that rose obscenely high on her thighs. A tight black corset constricted her breasts so much she appeared to have bottomless cleavage. Stiletto heels for extra height and darkly kholed eyes, teased curls, and bright red lips completed her look.
While she lied to herself and blamed her slutty preparation on their upcoming meeting with the blood suckers, Evangeline couldn’t deny the girly part of her—that she wanted to strangle—also dressed for her feline lover. Would he notice? Appreciate? Admire?
She didn’t quite hold her breath, but couldn’t deny a certain amount of nervous anxiety. He didn’t disappoint when he saw the end result. Eyes glinting gold, he watched her as a cat would a mouse—hungrily.
Of course, he didn’t look as yummy wearing an old boyfriend’s track pants and a t-shirt a few sizes too small. However, even dressed like an idiot, he exuded maleness.
“Stop that,” he growled.
“What?” she purred back, her movements fluid and sensual as she sidled up to him.
“Looking at me like that.”
“Like what?”
“Like a cougar on the prowl. You know, I can smell your arousal.” He closed his eyes and clenched his fists at his side. “So sweet. Tempting.”
Evangeline’s eyelids grew heavy as her body flushed hotter with passion. Now that she’d let her libido run loose, it seemed foolish to deny or hide her desire for him. She ran a red-tipped finger down his chest. “Wanna taste? This skirt has easy access.”
“Dammit, witch. You truly are wicked.”
She didn’t take offense at his words, not when she could see the tent in his pants, surely painful given the way the fabric confined his sizable girth.
While the role of seductress was new to her, she couldn’t deny her enjoyment at his discomfort. A husky laugh burst free from her. “Poor kitty. I’ll try and behave.” She tossed him a naughty smile and added. “Maybe.”
“You’ll pay for your torture later.”
“I should hope so. But enough bantering. Come, it’s time we got you ready to play with some vamps.” She strutted past him, only letting out a small squeal when his hand slapped her ass. Rubbing her stinging posterior, she flashed him a dirty look. He responded with an arrogant male grin.
As if she’d let that pass.
They almost didn’t make it out the door. And she ended up having to fix her lipstick.
Arriving at her car, an older model four-door sedan, he insisted on driving and she let him. I would never admit this aloud, but I could watch him all day. Big or not, he handled himself with a self assured grace and restrained power that came from strength and cocky confidence. Attractive didn’t come close to describing it.
But watching him wasn’t the only reason she let him drive. He knew how to handle a motorized vehicle much better than she did. She preferred traveling by broom—or more recently, plastered to the back of a hunk on a bike. A hunk she’d just fucked. A hottie she planned to screw again. Maybe even in this car.
Her panties grew damp and he growled. “Stop that.”
Evangeline chuckled. Damn, I should have fucked him the first night we met. For the first time in a long time, I’ll admit I’m having fun. “Why?”
“Because if you don’t, I’m gonna pull over and fuck you until the windows fog over and this car is rocking on its struts.”
“Promises, promises.”
“Evil witch.”
“Naughty kitty. Tempting a poor girl then not following through.”
“Think of it as foreplay for later.”
“Who says there’ll be a later?”
He shot her a look and she laughed. No use in denying when they both knew they’d enjoy several laters.
She behaved herself the rest of the way to his home, more or less. Crossing and uncrossing her legs. Letting her fingers dance on his muscled thigh. Giving him a hand job when they got on the highway, admonishing him to drive straight lest he kill them both.
What a fun road trip. They arrived at their destination intact. The large house with the hedged-in yard whose driveway he pulled into didn’t surprise her, but the tiny woman who opened the front door as they walked up did.
Evangeline’s nails dug into Ryker’s arm, probably drawing blood. “Who is she?” Evangeline hissed, the green serpent of jealousy rising immediately to boil her blood.
The jerk smiled. “It’s not what you think, my little witch. Ma, what are you doing here?”
Staring at the tiny woman who’d birthed the giant beside her, Evangeline hoped they’d given her lots of drugs, heavy duty ones, because that had to have hurt.
Casting a not so nice glare in Evangeline’s direction, she said, “I was worried about you. Besides, isn’t a mother allowed to visit her son?”
It seemed Evangeline wasn’t the only one with a manipulative mother. She released Ryker’s arm so he could enfold his mother in a big hug. After a bone-crushing embrace, he turned and gestured to Evangeline. “Ma, I’d like you to meet a friend of mine. This is Evangeline. Evangeline, my mother, Aneka.”
Aneka smiled at her, but Evangeline noticed it didn’t reach her eyes, but then again, neither did her own smile. “A pleasure to meet you, ma’am.”
“Please, call me Aneka. Won’t you come inside? I just made some coffee.” Aneka turned and walked into the house as if she owned it, but Ryker made no move to follow.
“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” He chanted the word as if it would help.
Judging by his annoyance, at least she knew he’d not planned this meeting. Evangeline nudged Ryker in the ribs and whispered up to him naughtily, “Yes, I’d like to, but it might be kind of weird with your mother inside.”
Startled, he smiled down at her ruefully. “My mother being here is not good.”
“Why? She doesn’t look as if she could hurt a fly.” Not because she seemed gentle tempered, more like she lacked the size to do any damage.
“My mother is much tougher than she looks. Just watch yourself around her. When she gets into one of her moods, she can be quite nasty.”
Well, so can I. Although for the sake of the wicked sex with Ryker, she’d make an effort to be—gag—nice.
Bracing herself for the inevitable confrontation, Evangeline walked into the ring—er, house.
If she cared about other people, she might have paid attention to the interior of the house that screamed, “a man lives here,” but since she highly doubted the wood paneled finishes and scratched hardwood floors had anything to do with his sexual prowess, she couldn’t care less. Although, she did almost smile at the cute picture of him as a kid with no front teeth.
As if he knew exactly where she looked, he said over his shoulder, “That picture was taken after my first fight with a bear shifter at school. I raked in a ton of dough with the tooth fairy that night.”
“I take it you won?”
Aneka’s snort from ahead of them said it all.
As they entered a kitchen dressed in wooden cabinets and stainless steel appliances, Aneka immediately grabbed mugs from the cabinet and prepared coffee to go round.
Evangeline watched with entertainment as Ryker’s mother tried very hard not to slam every item down on the counter. Someone’s in a mood and I’ll bet I’m the cause. This is going to get interesting.
Ryker’s forehead creased as he watched his mother. She could see his hesitation at leaving them alone. But they needed to visit with the vampires and the clock was a ticking.
“You’d better get ready for our meeting,” said Evangeline, capable of fighting her own battles. And looking forward to it. Stubborn mother, prepare to meet a wicked witch.
With a smile as false as her own, if with a lot more teeth, Aneka agreed. “Go, son. I’m sure your friend and I will get along wonderfully.”
As if anybody believed that lie.
“No blood,” he admonished as he walked out shaking his head. Oh how cute. He trusted her not to kill his mother. Idiot.
“All right, spit it out,” said Evangeline, looking Aneka in the eye, not one to dance around. “You’re obviously not happy about something and I’m guessing it has to do with Ryker.”
“You will stay away from my son,” warned Aneka, her eyes hard and uncompromising.
“Why would I do that?” asked Evangeline, perching herself on a stool.
“I can smell your filthy magic, witch. I will not have my boy tainted by your kind.”
Evangeline rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. My magic doesn’t work on him and you know it. Not to mention the whole interspecies thing means no babies. So why don’t you just butt out? Ryker and I are just having fun while on a job. Big fucking deal.”
“It is a big deal. I’ve got plans for Ryker.”
“He’s a big boy. Why don’t we let him decide what he wants?”
“Because he’s a man and men often think with the wrong body part.”
“Lucky for you, I don’t use him for thinking.” With a slow lick of her lips, Evangeline made it obvious what she did use him for.
Aneka’s eyes narrowed. “Filthy slut.”
“Such language.” Evangeline pretended shock before letting loose an evil chuckle. “Don’t make me wash your mouth out with soap.”
“Are you threatening me?”
“I’m sorry. Was I being too subtle? To clarify, yes. I am. I will fuck you son if and when I like, and if you continue to call me names, I will make you regret it whether you’re his mommy or not.”
“Witch, you don’t know who you’re messing with.” Aneka’s form wavered from petite woman to that of a large, striped cat with very, big teeth.
Oh, how juvenile. Evangeline yawned. “I really hope you’ve got more than that.” Narrowing her own eyes, Evangeline smiled coldly even as she formed an invisible bubble around Aneka, careful to make sure the edges didn’t touch the shape-shifter. Once formed, she sucked the air out of it. Evangeline almost giggled at the beauty of it. And to think it only took a single phone call, bitching to her grandfather about shape-shifters and their immunity to magic. I love that Granddad taught me to think outside the box. Like using indirect magic against shifters, beautifully effective.
Standing in front of the gasping woman, Evangeline shook her head in a chiding manner. “What’s wrong? Cat got your tongue?” She grinned her nastiest smile. “Let’s get one thing straight here. I actually kind of like your son. At least in the bedroom. I know, hard to believe. Trust me, I have a hard time believing it myself. While I like him, I can guarantee no one will hurt or fuck with him, or if they do, it won’t be something they’ll live to tell. Now, you might be his mommy, which means by default I have to keep you out of a coffin, but—” Evangeline leaned closer to the airless vacuum she’d created and met the bulging eyes of Ryker’s mother. “You will not fuck with me or insult me. At least not to my face. Do we understand each other?”
A begrudging nod from Aneka and Evangeline dropped the bubble.
For a second, a gleam of admiration entered Aneka’s eye. “It’s a pity you weren’t born a shifter.”
“But then we wouldn’t be having this wonderful time getting to know each other,” said Evangeline sweetly as Ryker walked in holding a large studded collar.
A typical male, Ryker seemed oblivious to the undercurrents, which suited Evangeline just fine. After all, he might take offense with the knowledge Evangeline had kind of choked his mother.
“I see you both survived.” He glanced around the pristine kitchen.
“Was there really any doubt? We had a lovely chat while you were gone.”
Aneka snorted, but kept silent.
Ryker tossed them both a suspicious look, but chose not to ask. Smart man.
“What the hell is that for?” asked Evangeline, indicating the collar in his hands while at the same time wondering if it had matching cuffs. The things she could do with him spread eagle . . .
Dammit. Evangeline really needed to do something about the whole he-could-smell-her-arousal thing because Ryker growled softly, and with a squeak, Aneka said, “I think I’d better leave. Yes, I, um, need to go do something, elsewhere. Out of this house elsewhere.”
Evangeline didn’t even wave goodbye as Ryker’s mother left. She only had eyes for the big man stalking toward her, his eyes wavering between his intense blue and the golden that indicated his reciprocal arousal.
“So who won the fight?” he asked.
Lips curling in a triumphant grin, Evangeline licked her lips at the naughty gleam in his eye. “The wickedest witch never loses. Would you believe we came to a mutual understanding?”
He let out a bark of laughter that turned into a strangled moan when she rubbed up against him and cupped his groin.
“Now that I’ve passed the mommy test, do I get a prize?”
“I swear, witch, after we’re done with our meeting with the vamps, I am going to pleasure you until you can’t move.”
“Promise?” she whispered.
His hard kiss left little doubt he meant what he said.
I can’t wait.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
AS RYKER PADDED alongside Evangeline in the form of his beast—a large, black, deadly panther—he thought over her reaction to his change of form back at his place.
Slapping his studded leather collar on the counter, he’d outlined his plan to accompany her in his beast form.
“So you want go as my black cat? Sort of like a witch’s familiar?” she’d said, tapping her chin back at his place. “I like it.” Then she’d looked at him expectantly.
A part of him had wanted to shy from her keen eyes—how will she react to my changing in front of her? But his witch had guts. If any woman could handle the disturbing image of a man morphing into a beast, she could. Shedding his clothes, he stood in front of her naked and erect. He just couldn’t help himself around her. With an ability only natural born alphas owned—the others able to only change during extreme emotions or a full moon—he’d coaxed his beast into taking over. It needed little urging. With a roar, the beast took over, his human form suddenly sprouting the fur, structure, and musculature of a jungle cat, all in the blink of an eye.
Evangeline said not a word during his transformation, but her green eyes did had opened wide in her face. Then she’d smiled, a big, beautiful grin of admiration. “Fucking fantastic. Look at you. What a big, beautiful kitty you are.” To the man’s disgust, but the panther’s glee, she’d proceeded to rub his head, especially around the ears, and soon had his beast purring in delight.
Trust his witch to treat a dangerous predator like an overgrown house pet.
Once again, she’d passed yet another test, proving once again just how rightly his beast had chosen. My mate. The words didn’t seem so shocking anymore; on the contrary, a sense of rightness and possessiveness suffused them. The only problem will be making her accept it. My lovemaking is one thing. Somehow, I don’t think she’ll handle the whole I’m yours-for-life
issue as well.
When she’d placed the big black collar around his neck, she’d giggled without reason. Studded with gems and metal, it served as a prop to make him look more imposing. Stroking him, she leaned down and murmured the reason for her mirth—and scent of arousal.
“You’ll have to wear this for me sometime, naked of course.”
Yup. Fucking perfect for him.
She drove them to the vampire lair in her car, an experience he never wanted to repeat. She truly lived up to her reputation as a menace to society in so many ways.
An hour’s drive with traffic, a few broken speed laws, and just past twilight, they found themselves outside of the city and in front of the large mansion that housed the vamps for the area. Awash in lights, the house lit up the encroaching gloom while strange howls and gibbering laughter announced their presence.
The one problem with Ryker wearing his kitty form was his inability to speak to Evangeline. He had to trust—that word almost made him cough up a hairball—that she had a plan. If not, he’d have to let his feline play. Something that might happen anyway given vamps were notorious seducers, a thought that made his fur bristle. Mine.
Any vamp so much as laid a finger on her, and they’d end up minus a limb. Ryker didn’t share well with others.
Evangeline strutted in her heels and slitted skirt—mmm creamy white thighs—up the steps to the double front door. Without an ounce of fear—on the contrary, he could smell the anticipation emanating from her—she banged the metal knocker in the shape of a demon’s head.
The eyes of the carving opened, their ruby red glow baleful. Its metallic lips curved into a sardonic smile when it said, “What do ye want, witch?”
“I’m here to speak to the coven leader.”
“Is he expecting you?” asked the demonic face.
“I swear, you are just as bad as the knocker at Rumpelstiltskin’s house.”
“We’re cousins. Gotta problem with that, hag?”
Lips pursed, he could smell her irritation mounting. “Listen you hunk of junk. I knocked out of courtesy and now you’re pissing me off. Let me in before I get really annoyed, you animated piece of scrap metal.” She didn’t raise her voice as she threatened, but the fact she would not hesitate to act came through loud and clear.
“There’s no need to be nasty,” sulked the doorknocker before the door swung open with a theatrical squeak.
“Come along, kitty,” she said, and holding her head imperially high, she strode into the bloodsuckers’ lair.
Damn, she’s got guts. He thanked the fact his cat had control over its sexual urges because he knew if he’d seen her like this as a man, he would have pressed her up against the wall and kissed her breathless. Who would have thought a woman of power would have proven so sexy?
With her wiggle leading the way, Ryker followed behind her, all senses on high alert. His nose, keener in this form, scented the air and the flavors that imbued it. Dust, decay, undead thing. Ooh, yummy, a bleeding living thing. Nothing surprising for a house full of vamps.
Unerringly, his witch strode into the vacant-seeming mansion, her heels clacking on the marble entrance floor. She seemed to know where she wanted to go and never paused or slowed down her pace even as she approached a pair of closed wooden doors. With a fling of her hand and a rush of power he could feel along his heightened senses, she flung the portals open for their grand entrance.
The sudden stench of bloodsuckers wafted out and Ryker’s beast bared its teeth. Fuck me, there are a lot of them. His witch seemed not to notice, though. She entered the ballroom with the grace and confidence of a queen, glancing neither left nor right at the ranks of undead that lined the walls. The sound of her heels echoed loudly as the congregation of vamps fell silent, their dark eyes following her path to the throne at the far end of the grand ballroom.
Head swinging from side to side, Ryker made sure his large canines were visible and menacing. He didn’t like the fact that so many vampires were gathered. The reports he’d studied about the vampires had not mentioned that this coven had grown so large. I’ll have to let the shifter council know. A culling was perhaps in order.
When Evangeline came to a stop in front the throne, the silence hung thick all around them. You could have heard a mouse fart.
Nobody spoke a word. The battle of wills had begun.
It didn’t take long for discomfort to set in. For everyone but his witch. She stood there, still as a statue in bored indifference, waiting, her expression flat, her eyes cold.
Around them, Ryker heard the ruffle of fabric as those in attendance shifted, unsure and discomfited.
The vampire on his throne gave in. He straightened from his slouch with an expression if displeasure. Platinum-haired with pale aristocratic features that some might have called handsome, he surveyed them, or more specifically, Evangeline. Ryker definitely didn’t appreciate the interest that lit his expression as he eyed her up and down, trying to rile her. Still, she didn’t say a word.
And won the stalemate.
“Miss Rasputin, what a delight to finally meet you,” said the vamp, speaking with only the faintest hint of an accent.
“Let’s hope you still feel that way in a few minutes, Mr. Delacroix.”
“Pierre, please. And may I call you Evangeline?” Pierre smiled at her winsomely.
“No, you may not. My name is Ms. Rasputin to you.”
Her answer took the bloodsucker aback, but he recovered quickly and smiled again, showing off his small, pointed canines. Bah, those aren’t teeth. I should show him mine. As if the mere thought summoned his attention, Pierre’s dark eyes flicked over to Ryker in his feline form and he raised an aristocratic brow. “My, what a big pussy you have, Ms. Rasputin.”
“You know what they say, the bigger the better.”
Had Ryker been in human form, he would have probably choked with laughter. His beast chuffed in amusement, especially at the uncertain look on the vamp’s face. Unsettled, he didn’t reply, but his eyes began to swirl and Ryker finally growled. The fucker is trying to mesmerize her.
He should try and remember to give his witch more credit.
Evangeline’s laughter rang out. “Oh, Pierre, you really are new, aren’t you? Did no one warn you that your mind tricks won’t work on me? My grandfather taught me well.” Her voice turned hard and the air grew thick as she drew power into herself. The static around her lifted her hair to dance wildly. “I am already tired of your games. I am on a schedule and have no time to waste playing. You will answer a few questions, truthfully of course, and then my cat and I will be on our way. Don’t answer and you will annoy me. You really don’t want to do that.”
Pierre’s pale face clenched with anger. “You presume much, witch. Even if my mind tricks don’t work, I do happen to outnumber you.”
Evangeline made a show of glancing around, her disdain so beautifully expressed on her face. “Yes, I see you’ve got visitors because we both know your coven is rather small compared to others. But, I know something you don’t,” she said, turning back to Pierre with a smirk. The power she held made her eyes glow blacker than the vamp’s.
“Really, and what would that be?” said the head vamp with more confidence now that he’d found his balls again in the realization he held the numbers.
“None of these sycophants will come to your aid when I rip your tongue out and shove it down your throat and make you cry for your maker.”
He couldn’t stop his surprised couch at her temerity, but Ryker managed to restrain himself from shaking his head at her outrageous threat. His witch certainly hadn’t learned diplomacy growing up, but personally, he liked her style. Why screw around when threats and intimidation tended to work faster—not to mention provided more entertainment?
It seemed the bloodsucker didn’t appreciate her unique qualities as much as Ryker did.
“Insolent bitch. Bring me her heart!” screamed Pierre. Four vamps behind the throne moved forward at his words and then halted indecisively. The undead lining the walls of the room watched the unfolding action with interest, but not one moved to do Pierre’s bidding.
Evangeline chuckled and a wind whipped through the room, a cold breeze of power that swirled around her in a wild dance, showcasing who held its reins.
Standing up from his throne, Pierre glared out at his court. “Why do none of you obey? I gave an order.”
A vampire with parchment thin skin that indicated his advanced age shook his head and answered. “I’ve lived this long for a reason. By being smart. I for one will not start a war with the Rasputin family. I would suggest you just answer the witch’s questions.”
Pierre did not heed the words of the elder bloodsucker and Ryker almost snorted in disbelief because he could see by the tautness of Pierre’s body language he had no intention of backing down.
Fine with me. My beast could use a light workout.



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
EVANGELINE ALMOST LAUGHED when Pierre stupidly gestured for his bodyguards to attack her, the only creatures in this room loyal enough to heed their master. Before she could take care of them, though, her big black panther dove forth with sharp, glistening canines.
My, what big teeth he has. Having never had someone come to her aid before, Evangeline stood back and decided to enjoy the show. She could always step in if he needed help. However, Ryker didn’t disappoint.
With a savage snarl, Ryker sprang at the vamp nearest her and knocked it flat. Large claws on massive paws dug into the downed dead one and his big head swung left and right, quickly gauging the position of the other three. The vamps circled the black cat and their fallen comrade, hissing with their tiny pointed teeth.
Evangeline giggled. After all, did they really think those puny incisors would intimidate her big kitty? Ryker with a quick slice across the throat of the vamp he stood on—ruthless, I like that—coiled his powerful hind legs and jumped at his next victim. Chomp. Another vampire went down.
Ryker’s tail swished from side to side in excitement as he contemplated the next in line. With a cry of, “Fuck this,” the last two bloodsuckers fled.
Done playing, Ryker padded back to sit at Evangeline’s side, and calmly licked his chops. Evangeline couldn’t stop an odd warmth at his actions from spreading throughout her body and usually unresponsive heart. How could she not admire him? He not only came to her defense, he displayed the same feline grace and power while in his beast form that she so enjoyed of him when he was a man. She’d have to show him how much she liked it later. Time to conclude their business.
With a broad smile for Pierre, who had watched in morbid fascination, Evangeline reached down—not far because damn was his beast huge—and scratched the fur behind Ryker’s ears. “Good kitty.”
A rumbling purr that closely resembled the motor on a ‘67 Chevy startled her, but she managed to hide her reaction.
Pierre didn’t and visibly flinched. If it was possible for a vampire to turn whiter than usual, then he did, which widened Evangeline’s grin.
“Are we willing to be more amenable now, Pierre?” she asked sweetly.
“Ask your questions and be gone,” Pierre said, his cocky airs gone.
“What is your involvement in the plan to kidnap Rumpelstiltskin’s daughter?”
“None.”
Evangeline noticed the flicker in his eyes. “You lie,” she stated calmly. “I don’t like liars.”
When Pierre opened his mouth as if he would retort, Ryker growled and stood, the fur on his back bristling.
Swallowing, Pierre couldn’t take his eyes from the panther, but he answered. “We are not involved, but we were approached.”
“By whom?”
“We asked, but the messenger we were sent was under a mind compulsion and could tell us nothing about who had sent him.”
“Where is this messenger? I’d like to speak to him.”
Pierre’s lips curved into a smile. “We ate him.”
“You’re very lucky you didn’t get food poisoning,” she said, wiping the smile off Pierre’s face. “It’s what I would have done. So what did this messenger ask you? I want to hear the request word for word.”
“He didn’t say much. Just showed up at our door a few nights ago and asked to speak with the head vampire. We made him wait for a while before letting him in to talk with me. His exact words were, ‘Kidnap the trickster’s daughter and gain a boon for your coven.’ I said, ‘Not fucking likely,’ and after that, not a word did the man speak. I admit we found this most disconcerting when we ate him for we are used to the screams of our victims.”
“Didn’t he have an ID on him? What did he drive?” These continual dead ends on the case were really starting to piss her off.
“A taxi dropped him off and he wore nothing on him—no wallet, identification, nothing to indicate whom he worked for.”
“Well this was a complete waste of my time,” she grumbled, turning on her heel. Without a goodbye or a glance at the vampires who eyed her exit with interest, she clacked her way to the front hall, her big, black kitty at her heels. She strode from the undead lair, pausing only for a moment when she hit the rich scent of the night. She closed her eyes for a second and breathed deep. Disgusting creatures. And to think humans find them appealing.
Personally, she found herself preferring the vitality and strength of a beast. Well, not just any beast—Ryker.
Opening the passenger door so he could leap in, she clambered into the driver’s side and slammed the car into gear, annoyed at the time they’d wasted coming here. She’d only driven a small ways from the house when with barely a shiver, Ryker reverted back to his male self. Make that his very male and naked self.
Swerving back onto the road, she averted her eyes to the blacktop in front of her. Apparently, I still haven’t lost my fascination with his body. A body whose nude flesh sat temptingly close.
“Pull over,” he growled when the car lurched yet again.
Not bothering to argue, because truly, driving was not her forte, she pulled over onto the side of the road. But instead of opening her car door, she gave into desire. Turning sideways, she grabbed his face and kissed him, her hot tongue licking the seam of his lips and parting them to duel with his waiting organ. Eagerly, his hands pulled her onto his lap, the hardness of his erection poking her bottom.
They kissed fiercely, their hands grasping and rubbing the parts they could reach in their sitting position.
“Straddle me,” he whispered.
Thanking the slits on her skirt and the wide seats in her car, Evangeline turned on his lap and placed her knees on either side of his thighs. Her moist core, covered only in a thin scrap of silk, rubbed against his throbbing cock.
“Good, little witch. You’re ready for me, I see.” With rough fingers, he tore the panties from her, placing her aching sex directly against his shaft. He reached down and with a thumb, stroked her clit, making her go wet and wild with need.
“Fuck me,” she moaned.
She liked that he didn’t make her ask twice. He simply lifted her high enough to sheathe his prick inside her, its hard length filling her up, deeper and deeper. It is all about the size, she thought, sighing at the feel of him stretching her.
With his hands on her waist and her fingers digging into his shoulders, she rode his cock, the close confines of the car making it tight but exciting. The sound of slapping flesh and panting breaths filled the car, the shocks of the vehicle absorbing some of the impact.
When his mouth licked hotly at her neck and bit her gently, pinching the skin, she screamed. Her orgasm hit her fast and hard, a pleasurable explosion that left her dizzy and soft in his arms. As if her orgasm was the catalyst he’d waited for, she felt him come inside her.
They sat there regaining their breath, his arms wrapped around her body, when she felt his lips brushing the top of her head and temple, so gentle and caring. She liked it enough she didn’t push him away. What is happening to me? Since when do I cuddle after sex?
And why does it feel so right?
*
Ryker held in a sigh, not surprised when Evangeline scrambled off him. Her prickly exterior made it predictable even. What had surprised him was her diving on him all hot and horny like that in the first place. Mind you, he’d quite enjoyed it. Judging by her swollen lips, and her attitude, so had she and it didn’t please her one bit.
My little heksen doesn’t like feeling dependent on anyone.
Ryker grabbed his clothes off the back seat and got out of the car to dress. By the time he got around to the other side and opened the door to get in, she’d already scooted over to the passenger side, her face turned out the side window in an attempt to ignore him.
Not bloody likely.
Throwing the car into drive, he spun the tires on the gravel and shot out onto the road. Once they were on their way back to his place, he laid a heavy hand on her thigh and squeezed it.
“You did well back there,” he said.
“Thank you,” she replied, then to his shock, she laid her hand on top of his. “Your beast put on quite the show.”
His kitty chuffed in his mind. “He was trying to impress you.”
“Oh, he did.”
Ryker squeezed her leg through the material of her skirt. The hand she’d rested on top grabbed his hand and lifted it. He expected her to fling it off, but instead, she pulled her skirt aside and placed his hand on the bare skin of her thigh. Startled, he looked over at her.
“I might not like you, shifter, but I won’t deny you’re a fantastic fuck.”
With those romantic words, the car got pulled over again, and placing her outside on the hood of the car for more room, first he licked her until she cried out his name, then he fucked her until she called him her god.
Mine, oh mine, he thought possessively.



CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
 
EVANGELINE WOKE IN a strange bed, alone. Sitting up, grabbing at the dark blue sheet, and holding it up to her chest, she peered around. Decorated in earth tones, the room screamed man cave from the blocky wooden furniture to the plaid comforter—not to mention the big ass TV on the wall at the foot of the bed.
Ryker’s room. She vaguely remembered coming back here last night. She’d fallen asleep in the car, a fact that surprised her as she never slept around people. It made her too vulnerable. Yet sleep in Ryker’s presence she had, and she didn’t even protest when he carried her to bed, stripped her, tucked her in, and then cuddled her.
Evangeline lay back on the bed and groaned. Oh my God, we slept together, spooning like a couple. It might sound odd, but with all the boyfriends she’d had—most short lived—she’d never spent the night, well, not asleep anyway, and she definitely never snuggled. She tended to be a let’s-fuck-and-leave kind of gal.
However, Ryker kept making her break all kinds of rules. At least I’m not in love and neither is he. This is just good sex. Make that fucking fantastic sex.
Nothing more.
She certainly didn’t feel warm and mushy feelings inside when she read the note on the pillow beside her saying he’d gone to get coffee and doughnuts. Nope, that giddy feeling inside? Just hunger.
His bedroom had a bathroom attached to it, and she quickly showered the scent of sex off her skin. Her mind drifted as she bathed, imagining him joining her slick and naked in the shower, his big hands roaming, soaping her up and . . . Ack! Out she jumped, barely rinsed. Grabbing a towel, she scrubbed herself dry with more vigor than needed, trying to dispel the erotic spell she almost put herself under. She refused to moon over him. I am not some love-struck idiot. And she needed to stop acting like one.
With her hair wrapped atop her head in a towel and wearing an oversized t-shirt of Ryker’s—which smelled uniquely of him—she wandered out into his home, not realizing she had company until she walked into the kitchen and ran into his mother.
“Are you still here?” asked Evangeline, not even bothering to couch her query in politeness as she perched on a stool. “Don’t you have better things to do like chase some rats in a sewer? Or climb up a tree?”
“Aren’t you just a ray of sunshine in the morning. And to think I was going to buy you a new broom so you could fly your fat ass out of here.”
Fat? “Your son wasn’t complaining about the size of my bottom last night. On the contrary, he complimented, several times.”
The sprayed coffee as Aneka choked made her smile. “Ever hear of too much information?”
“Ever hear of cutting the apron strings?”
“You won’t get rid of me so easily, witch. I’m here to make sure Ryker doesn’t do anything stupid,” said Aneka.
“Stupid? Like visiting a vampire coven with me last night? I never saw a kitty have so much fun playing with dead things.” Evangeline smirked at the pinched expression on Aneka’s face.
“Ryker can take care of himself.”
“So I saw last night. He was also very good about taking care of me.” And she didn’t mean just the sex.
“I don’t care if he beds you. He’s slept with his share of sluts over the year. But if you think I’m going to let him take you as his mate…”
Whoa. Why would his mother even raise that as a possibility? Theirs was a temporary arrangement. “Mate? Never. You don’t have to worry on that account. I have no intention of getting hitched with anyone, least of all a shifter.”
“Good. I have bigger plans for my boy. His bride has already been chosen for him. A nice shifter girl who is waiting for him to come home so they can get married.”
A sudden fury, hinging on an inexplicable jealousy, consumed her. A bride? For Ryker? Over my dead fucking body. Evangeline almost said those words out loud. No, wait a second. Why do I care? He’s just a fuck friend. Nothing more.
Her rationale did nothing to calm the anger simmering under her skin, not that she let it show. “Don’t worry, once my sister’s wedding and this job are done, we’ll have no reason to see each other.” Or keep him alive. Jerk. Annoyed at the thought of Ryker with another woman—and of never seeing him again—Evangeline pivoted on the stool lest she betray her jealousy to the other woman.
“What the hell is that on your neck?” Aneka spoke in a low, furiously cold tone.
Reaching with her fingers to touch her nape, Evangeline encountered the indents of the bite mark Ryker had left when they’d fucked so gloriously in the shower at her place the day before. The man’s passion and stamina knew no bounds. She’d miss that about him.
“It’s a love bite. Haven’t you ever seen one?”
Aneka laughed nastily. “You fool. Shifters only bite for one reason. Or didn’t you do any homework on our kind? He’s marked you as his mate.”
With a sinking feeling she’d not often experienced in her life, Evangeline turned to face Ryker’s mother. “Excuse me? Say that again.”
“You, my dear witch, are for all intents and purpose, married to my son. Don’t you know anything? I guess not judging by the look on your face.” Aneka shook her head while Evangeline absorbed the shocking news. “See, when a shifter finds his mate, while in the throes of sex, he bites her, hard enough to break skin and leave a lasting scar. In this way, he marks her as his. Think of it as a permanent tattoo that announces to all that you are no longer available. Congratulations, like it or not, you belong to Ryker. Welcome to the family.” Aneka said the last with a bitter laugh that left no doubt as to the truth of her words.
A surge of warmth enveloped Evangeline—he chose me as his mate!—quickly followed by rage. That fucker. He had no right.
“How do we undo it?” Evangeline asked.
“You can’t, daughter.”
“Don’t call me that.”
“Why not? You’re family now. Better get used to it. Wait until I tell the rest of the pride.”
“No. I refuse to accept it. There has to be a way to reverse it.”
“Yeah. Death.”
She arched a brow. “Is that all? I am going to fucking kill him,” Evangeline muttered darkly.
“Kill who?” asked the object of her ire, striding into the kitchen, looking much too delicious.
“You dirty, rotten bastard!” Evangeline screeched, jumping up from the stool. “How dare you make me your mate?”
“Who told you that?”
Aneka cleared her throat.
He shot a dark look at his mother. “Ma!”
“Not my fault you didn’t tell her what the bite meant first. I saw it and remarked on it.”
“You should have kept your mouth shut.”
“Don’t you yell at your mother. How fucking dare you claim me without permission, you animal.” With a tug on her magic, Evangeline encased him in a bubble, like she had his mother previously, and sucked the air out. He, however, didn’t panic. Ryker took a step forward and shattered the bubble, her magic evaporating when it came in contact with his body. Stupid bastard had figured out the loophole in her trick.
“I didn’t do it on purpose or willingly,” he shouted back.
Surely his words hadn’t caused the stab of pain that arced through her heart? “Oh gee. That makes it all better. You accidentally bit me and made me your wife.”
“I couldn’t help myself.”
“And that’s supposed to make alright?”
“I was going to tell you.”
“Too late.”
“Now that you know, can’t we talk about it? I know it’s not what you expected. What either of us expected.”
“You think? I am not discussing this. As a matter of fact, I’m leaving.”
“You can’t leave. We’re bound for life.”
“That’s what you think. Goodbye, Ryker. Have a good life, asshole, alone, because I am not going to be a part of it.” Nor would his last very long. First chance she got, after the wedding, she was going to annihilate his much too sexy ass.
Swiping her car keys from his hand as she dashed past, she tried to evade the hands that reached to grab, but again, his size won. Bands of steel wrapped around her and he turned her to face him.
“Stop it, Evangeline. What’s done is done.”
Done by accident. He didn’t want me. No one ever wants me.
Moisture pooled in her eyes, and aghast that she might actually start to cry in front of him, she did the only thing she could think of to get him to let her go.
She kissed him.



CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
 
THE BRIMMING MOISTURE in her eyes made Ryker’s heart ache and his beast pace. He knew she didn’t yet have the same strong feelings for him that he bore for her, but why the tears? Surely she didn’t find him so horrible?
Apparently not because she kissed him. Her lips, so soft against his, trembled, and sensing her vulnerability, he loosened his grip on her and set her feet back on the floor. She just needs time to get used to the idea. The shock of finding out he’d claimed her took her by surprise. Once she took a bit of time to reflect on it, she’d realize it wasn’t so bad. They were well suited, after a fashion. They certainly got along well in the bedroom; as for outside the bedroom, they made a good team as well. She’d see, they could—
The sudden pain on his instep as she stomped, followed by the excruciating agony in his groin as she kneed him hard, made him instinctively hunch over. It also sucked all coherent thought out of his head. Even amidst his suffering, though, he heard the slamming of the front door and the gunning of the car.
Fuck. She left. Left before he could make things right.
Wheezing and hoping she hadn’t done permanent damage to his man parts—he’d need them for later when he caught up to Evangeline—he faced his mother with a glare. This was all her fault.
“You just had to tell her, didn’t you?”
“What I’d like to know is why you didn’t tell me? I’m your mother.”
Ryker pinched the bridge of his nose and admonished his pacing beast to settle down. Much as his mother drove him insane, he still couldn’t eat her. “I didn’t admit what I did to you, or her, because I was waiting for the right moment. Say in a few years when she wouldn’t have freaked!” He shouted the last, annoyed with his mother, but even more annoyed with himself. Did Evangeline leave crying because she’s confused and has feelings or does she truly hate me and never want to see me again?
“You care for her, don’t you?” said his mother quietly.
Incredulous, he stared at her. “Of course I do. She’s my mate.”
“Your animal is one thing. I’m talking about you, the man. You feel for her.”
Ryker didn’t even need to think about it before replying. “Yes, I care for her. A lot. She’s not scared of me, Ma. Do you know how great that feels to not have her cower? When I get all big and bad, she smiles. She treats my beast like a giant kitty. She’s fearless and beautiful. Sexy, smart, ruthless, and . . .”
“Holy fuck. You love her.”
Like her? Yes. But love her? Ryker shook his head. “No. I can’t. It’s too soon. Hell, she doesn’t even like me most of the time.”
“And?”
“What do you mean and? Love takes time. Trust. We have none of those things.”
“Really? And is that all you think love is based on?” asked his mother with a wry smile. “Here’s a question for you? Has she left your thoughts since you met?”
He shook his head.
“How do you feel about never seeing her again?”
His stomach clenched.
“What will you do if she finds another man?”
The roar that burst forth shocked him, but not his mother.
“You big, dumb idiot. You love her.”
“And she hates me.”
“Maybe not. Go after her. Talk to her.”
“But she’s pissed.” And liable to try and kill him. Not exactly a great way to start their mated life together.
“She’s scared because her feelings are frightening her. I don’t think your witch handles emotions well. She’s used to being a loner. Just like someone else I know. Show her you care. Make her listen. And good luck.”
Incredible. Advice from his mother on how to keep his witch. Ryker cocked his head and looked at her. “Are you sure you’re okay, Ma? You do remember she’s a witch, right? Yet here you are telling me to go after her. Shouldn’t you be freaking right about now and going after her ready to rip her head off?”
“Yeah, it’s a shame about her sorceress blood. She’d have made a great shifter. But, even I can’t fight fate or decide who you’ll love. I might be bossy, but only because I care for you, Ryker. If she makes you happy, then I’ll just have to learn to live with it. Now go, quickly, before she does something stupid.”
Ryker didn’t wait any longer, almost running for the front door and his bike parked in the driveway. But he could have sworn he heard his mother say behind him, almost ruefully, “What a pity they can’t conceive together. The babies they would have made.”



CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
 
THE POUNDING ON her door wouldn’t let up, but Evangeline refused to give in.
“Come on, Evangeline. Can’t we talk about this? It’s not that bad.”
“Oh yeah, what does your fiancée think about you accidentally marrying a witch?” Oh how Evangeline longed to scalp the unknown woman.
“I don’t have a fiancée,” he said with a heavy sigh.
“Not according to your mother.”
“I can explain if you’d just open this damned door,” he yelled.
“Bullshit. Trying explaining how you claimed me as your mate without my permission,” she shouted back. He didn’t mark me because he loves me. And why that should matter she couldn’t have explained, but it did.
Rotten fucking shifter. Marking me like some kind of possession. How barbaric—and hot. Evangeline hated the warmth that coiled though her at the thought of being his. She didn’t need a man. She belonged to herself. So why, oh why, did an annoying girlie part of her long to throw open the door?
She knew the sex would be incredible. Make that mind-blowing, especially in their current moods. He’d ride her hard, his thick muscles straining and slick with sweat. Evangeline couldn’t help the wetness that pooled between her legs, but still she wouldn’t give in.
The pounding paused for a minute and in the silence, she could have sworn she heard sniffing. “Open this damn door, witch,” Ryker roared. “I can smell you, and you can’t deny it. You want me.”
Evangeline, though, had stubbornness in droves and, crossing her arms over her chest, she stuck her tongue out at the door in a childish gesture he couldn’t see but she personally enjoyed.
Crack!
The doorjamb splintered. The door swung open and, with a heavy thump, hit the wall.
Six-foot-something of bristling shifter stalked in with glowing golden eyes and the muscles in his torso bulging with tension. Evangeline couldn’t help the jolt of desire that struck like lightning between her thighs and the heaviness that overtook her breasts.
Ryker bore a wild look about him, barely in control, a man pushed beyond the edge of reason. “Dammit, Evangeline. Why do you have to be so bloody stubborn? I want you to let me explain, but if you don’t stop looking at me like that, I’m not going to be able to control myself. You drive me fucking wild.”
Her tongue darted out and licked her lips, a motion he caught, and with a groan of need, he crushed her to his chest.
“My little heksen,” he murmured.
His lips plundered hers, taking and drinking deeply of her like a man parched in the desert. She understood the feeling, because she thirsted for him too. She soaked in his kiss and opened her mouth wider for more, her limbs wrapping around him sinuously, holding him tight to her body.
Deny it all she wanted. Hate him as well. But when it came to passion, she couldn’t help herself.
He kicked the splintered door shut behind them, and she absently wove some magic to keep it shut before he carried her to the bedroom and crawled onto the bed with her clinging to him. She knew she should send him away, but her hormones had taken over and they didn’t want to think beyond the pleasure.
Her hands were taken from around his neck and pinned above her head by his in a gesture of dominance that made her gasp. His heavy weight nestled between her thighs and pinned her. Evangeline squirmed and panted. This submissive feeling was new and surprisingly exciting.
Using his lips and teeth, he tugged at the fabric of her shirt; his shirt actually, since she hadn’t had the time—or heart—to change out of it when she got home.
Baring her breasts, he blew on her nipples until they stood erect and begged for attention.
“I’m going to tell you a story, my sweet heksen.”
“Can’t it wait?” she groaned, arching her breasts up to his mouth, which hovered out of reach.
Bending his head, Ryker bit down on a nipple, making her twitch and cry out.
“Quiet, my wild heksen, and listen.”
“Why do you keep calling me heksen?” she asked.
“It’s Danish for witch. Think of it as a term of endearment.”
“Oh.” She’d never had a lover give her a nickname before. Although, most of her enemies had; the most common term rhymed with witch.
“Are you ready to listen?”
“I’d rather you did other things with your mouth,” Evangeline replied with a pout.
His tongue laved her nipple, a liquid line of fire that shot right to her groin. “Be a good little witch and you will be rewarded.”
“If this is about the mating thing—”
His lips cut off her protest. “Enough,” he said, his breathing erratic when he came up for air. “Now pay attention. Not too many people know this story, but I’m going to tell you since my mother obviously left out a lot of details when she claimed I was engaged. Vivian, my ex-fiancée,” he stressed, “was the daughter of my mom’s best friend and our next door neighbor. My mom originally wanted her to marry my older brother, but the age gap of fifteen years was a bit much, so they decided I should be the one instead to join our families.”
“And I care because?” Evangeline said sarcastically, already hating this Vivian person.
“Because you are obviously jealous and yet have no need.”
“I am not jealous.”
“Liar.” He sucked her breast into his mouth and she writhed under him. “Like I was saying, our mothers arranged a marriage between me and Vivian.”
Realizing he would just keep torturing her if she didn’t listen, she decided to pay attention—for the moment. And being the multi-tasking type, she started thinking up ways of hurting the girl next door, Vivian. Very painful ways.
*
“Are arranged marriages common for your kind?” Evangeline asked, seeming resigned to listen.
Ryker almost breathed a sigh of relief when she seemed agreeable to hearing his tale even as he grimaced at her question. “Unfortunately, yes.”
Evangeline let out a throaty laugh that made him grind his hips against hers, cutting her laugh short and turning it into a moan. “Oh, how barbaric,” she said breathily.
“I wouldn’t talk. I’ve heard about your virgin witch and Satan ritual. Isn’t that how your sister met her fiancé?”
Evangeline didn’t have to answer because the blooming color in her cheeks said it all. “Touché. So, you were betrothed against your will. What happened next?” she asked.
“Yes, well, being almost seven years older than Vivian, we didn’t really see each other much when she was young. When she did start going to the same school, I was grades ahead of her, not to mention I dropped out at fifteen.”
“Couldn’t control the beast and your hormones at the same time?”
At least she hadn’t assumed he was an idiot, but had instead jumped to the correct conclusion. “Exactly. As you know, keeping humans ignorant is the number one motto. When I really started noticing girls, so did my beast, and let’s just say he really wanted to come out and play. I didn’t see Vivian much for the next couple of years, and then I moved to the city for work and only went home for holidays. I’d actually pretty much forgotten about her until she turned eighteen and my mom started bugging me to come home and meet her.”
Seeing his witch’s eyes darken, Ryker dipped his head and circled both her nipples, one at a time, with his tongue, until she softened and sighed. Then he continued. “I put it off for over two years, but then my father spoke up, and no one says no to the alpha of the pack.”
“That must have stuck in your craw, taking orders from someone, even your own dad.”
Again, she’d struck the nail on the head. “Noticed my stubborn tendencies, did you? Well, being a good son, I went back prepared to do my duty to my clan. I shouldn’t have bothered. Vivian was a pussy, literally. She fainted the first time she saw me.”
“I know you’re good-looking, but really, that’s taking it far.”
The surge of emotion that surged through him at her innocently spoken words took him by surprise and his beast growled softly—mine. Ryker’s lips claimed hers in a heated kiss that left them panting.
“She didn’t faint because I am God’s gift to women. She passed out ‘cause supposedly, I scared her.”
“Stupid bitch.”
Evangeline’s heated words warmed him—and from a woman who professed to not care for him. They also dissipated the remaining anger, and yes, shame, he’d felt over Vivian’s reaction. Never mind the other women who had always dropped their panties if he smiled at them, the fact that Vivian had reacted that way had humiliated, and surprisingly enough, hurt him. But still, he’d tried to do his duty by his clan.
“Even given her apparent fear and dislike for me, our families forged ahead with the wedding plans.”
“You would have been miserable. Why did no one stop it?” Her green eyes looked up at him and he could see the ire in them, but not directed at him. No, she was angry for him. How strange it felt to have someone on his side, but he also liked it, liked it a lot.
“They thought she’d get over her fear of me, and as my father told me, so long as I got babes on her, I could always get my pleasure elsewhere.”
The look in Evangeline’s eyes turned dark and dangerous. “Keep in mind, so long as you are in my bed, you will touch no other. I don’t share,” she threatened. Then as if realizing she’d admitted to wanting him still in her bed, she added quickly, “Not that we’ll be together that much longer.”
He bit back a smile. Under the lobe of her ear, his warm breath making her shiver, he purred. “Just so you know, if a man so much as lays a hand on you, I will rip him apart, then eat him—and I mean that quite literally.”
Her entire body shuddered under his. “You say the hottest things. And speaking of eating, perhaps you could demonstrate that for me later, or better yet, now.”
That comment almost made him come. His cock jerked like a caged beast in his pants and his inner cat roared—Take her! But, he needed to finish his story and get to the point he wanted to make.
“A week before the wedding, I got tired of her tears and avoidance, so I decided to confront her.” What a mistake that turned out to be—and a blessing in disguise. “She told me I disgusted her and that the very thought of me touching her made her ill. As far as she was concerned, I was a savage beast and if she had her way, she’d never marry me in a million years. After hearing that, I couldn’t go through with it. I have my pride. So I walked.” And the shit had hit the fucking fan.
He and his father were currently not on speaking terms, and his mother kept trying to make excuses for Vivian. However, since meeting Evangeline, Ryker had learned one very important thing. He and Vivian would never have worked even had he not scared her. His reaction, and that of his beast, made it clear. Only one woman could ever satisfy him—Evangeline. He loved everything about her from her feisty attitude to her cute, freckled nose. He even loved the way she showed no fear and gave as good as she got. Of course, he still had to convince her she felt the same way. She seemed to have a distinct aversion to relationships, and shifters in general.
“So what does this broken engagement have to do with us? I mean me?” she asked, averting her eyes, feigning indifference. The rapid beat of her heart gave her away.
“Did my mother explain to you how our beasts sometimes recognize their mates? The need to claim her and mark her as our own?”
“Kind of. Thanks for reminding me, asshole. Get off.” She bucked under him like a wild cat. Ryker wondered if he should tell her he liked it. If he did, though, she’d probably stop.
His attempt to kiss her into submission met with nipping teeth. The metallic taste of blood in his mouth did not deter him. She’d earned the right to her anger. He had marked her without permission, never mind that he didn’t regret it. At least he had the satisfaction of knowing no other male would or could claim her. Not if they wanted to live.
With her hands held tightly above her head, he tortured her breasts, having noticed their sensitivity. His lips caught one bud tightly and he rolled it, abrading the sensitive nub against his teeth. He opened his mouth wide and took her tit in his mouth, sucking on her and gradually feeling her tense, fighting motions relax as he continued his ministrations. Evangeline moved against him, her hips arching.
At the sound of a moan, he stopped his delicious calming measures.
“As I was saying . . .” She tensed slightly beneath him. He looked into her heavy-lidded eyes and saw her watching him warily. “My beast has never wanted to mark a woman until it met you.”
“Not even Vivian?” She spoke tentatively and then seemed surprised at her question.
“Only you. I admit, I never expected my beast would react so strongly when it found our mate. Nor was I prepared for how overwhelming the need would be to claim you when we came together that first time.”
“So you didn’t actually want me?” Her voice seemed oddly subdued and he wanted to gnash his teeth. I’m saying this all wrong, dammit.
He rubbed his hardness against her. “Does that feel like I don’t want you?”
“So, it’s just sex?”
Ryker didn’t know what to answer. He wanted to scream, “No, I fucking love you, you stubborn twit,” but his mother’s warning about Evangeline being scared of her feelings for him tempered his response. “I think we both can’t deny that our bodies are in complete harmony. Maybe when we get to know each other better, something else will develop.”
She gnawed her lip. “What does being your mate mean then, other than fucking a lot?”
Ryker controlled his surprise at how her question seemed accepting of the situation. “We are exclusive to each other. I touch and desire no one else and neither do you.” Or else he and his beast would tear the other man to pieces.
“I can handle that. I am not moving in with you though,” she scowled.
Yet, thought Ryker. If she thought she’d be sleeping alone ever again, then he’d soon disabuse her of that notion. “Fine. Anything else you want to ask?”
He could still see a hint of disappointment in her eyes, but he couldn’t figure out what he’d done wrong. She’d stopped fighting him. She’d accepted their mated state, more or less. What had he forgotten?
“Am I going to turn furry on the full moon now that you’ve bitten me?”
Ryker roared with laughter. “Sorry, my sweet heksen. You’re still one hundred percent witch. Contrary to popular belief, shifters are born, not created. Any other questions?”
“Yeah, when are you going to shut the fuck up and take care of your mate? You’ve tortured my body enough, don’t you think?”
Ryker got the hint and set himself to the task of pleasing his mate.
*
Why aren’t I killing him?
He’d admitted to marking her because he’d lost control. But he didn’t love her. Although, he did imply something could grow given they already enjoyed an unhealthy—yet pleasurable—obsession with each other’s bodies. Why do I feel sad it’s just about good sex? It’s what I wanted, right? I mean it’s not as if I wanted him to profess love for me or something. I’m a witch, and an evil one to boot. Who’d be stupid enough to fall in love with me?
Pathetic. Just pathetic. So what did she do instead of reaching for a knife to slit his throat? She let him believe they could try and work at the whole mated thing. And maybe, a teensy tiny part of her allowed itself to hope that one day, he could feel something for her, something like her sister had with Christopher.
Closing her eyes and letting the sensual feel of his tongue and hands caress her body, so sweetly and reverently, she could almost pretend this shifter, this man she’d fought so hard against, did love her. When his cock slid into her wet pussy and his eyes caught hers, she could almost fool herself into thinking the soft, yet possessive look in his eyes might mean something.
Her climax claimed her fast and hard and he quickly followed suit, bellowing her name before going rigid above her. Rolling so he lay on his back with her sprawled on top of him, he stroked the tendrils of hair from her face. For a moment, he seemed on the verge of saying something, but he clamped his lips tight.
Disappointment tried to worm its way through her. She bitch-slapped it back behind her stubborn wall of indifference.
“What now?” she asked.
“I wish we could lie in bed, screwing all day, but your sister’s wedding is tomorrow and we still have no idea what’s going on with Rumpelstiltskin’s daughter.”
Evangeline frowned. “I’m really getting annoyed with this case. It feels as if we’re being jerked around, and at this point, I don’t know where else to look or who to torture.”
“So we do things the hard way.”
“Which is?” she asked, looking up at him.
“Keep our eyes open, and when trouble hits, fight back fast, hard, and dirty. You in, witch?”
Evangeline’s lips tilted into a smile. “You know, sometimes I really admire the way you think. I’m definitely in. We’ll make them sorry they ever decided to mess with Wicked Incorporated and her big pussycat.”
He pretended affront and said, “Hey, I’m more than just a handsome sidekick,” which quickly turned into an, “Aah, yes, whatever you say, just don’t stop,” as she fought his sudden tickle attack with her tongue and hands in sensitive places.
At the moment of her climax, she happened to peer up at him and lost herself in the heated gaze of his golden glowing eyes. She couldn’t help the thought that ran through her mind as he came with a final, hard thrust. Big, powerful, and . . .mine.



CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
 
RYKER WOKE TO a raging hard-on caused by one wicked witch who’d positioned herself between his legs.
“Have a nice nap?” she purred, wrapping her hands around his thick shaft. Her bright green eyes regarded him mischievously as she poised her lips above his mushroomed head.
Now there’s something I wouldn’t mind seeing every morning. He lost all coherent thought when she swirled her tongue around the tip of his cock, licking it lavishly like the yummiest of ice cream cones.
“I was thinking about the job,” she said, stopping her delicious ministrations. “And I think I’ve come up with a plan.”
“Sure.” Without even hearing it, Ryker was prepared to agree, anything to get her back on track and continuing what she’d started with her mouth.
Her lips widened in a smile. “Aren’t you the least bit curious about my plan?”
“Heksen, you’ve got my cock in your hand and your mouth is an inch away. The only thing I’m curious about right now is how deep you can take me.”
She eyed his length as if calculating, an up close perusal that made a drop of cum pearl at the tip of his shaft. Her tongue darted out and lapped it up, and Ryker couldn’t help groaning.
“So anyway, I thought since we have no idea what to expect, we should try a bait and switch.”
Ryker peered at her with hooded eyes. “Witch, I told you we’ll do whatever you want. Just suck me.”
“Like this?”
Ryker let out a shout and he dug his fingers into the sheets when she enveloped him in—completely. Her lips slid down, down, down the length of his shaft, unhesitating. She didn’t stop until she touched the skin at the base. Her throat convulsed around his cock, so deep had she taken him, a hot, tight, and wet feeling that had him trembling in his attempt not to cum.
Slowly, her lips slid back up until, with a pop, she pulled her mouth off his cock. “Okay, now that your curiosity about my deep-throating abilities has been assuaged, let me tell you the rest of my plan.”
Too aroused and stunned to speak, he listened as she outlined her plan. Brilliant, yet possibly dangerous, he had to admit it would probably give them their best shot.
“I don’t like the fact you’re placing yourself in danger,” he growled.
She replied with a hard suck on his swollen head, which made his eyes roll back in his head. Holy fuck, she’s good.
Coming up for air, she said, “I’ll be fine. Besides, my big, bad kitty won’t let anything happen to me.”
His beast roared in agreement, and Ryker silently echoed. No one will hurt my witch or I’ll fucking kill them.
“Now, we only have a little bit of time before I’ve got to get ready to go, so lie back and get ready to scream my name.”
Ryker’s hips bucked as her lips covered him again, the wet tightness of her mouth so erotic around his throbbing rod. She worked him fast. She sucked him hard. Ryker’s head thrashed from side to side and his fingers dug into the mattress, tearing the sheet in his pleasure.
“I’m gonna cum,” he managed to gasp, hoping she would stop so he could sink into her velvety softness, but instead, she gripped him more tightly, her sucking action never pausing.
He opened his eyes and looked down at her. He found her watching him, the wildness and arousal he could see in her eyes pushing him over the edge. Like a volcano, he shot his load, and she took it, every last drop. Then she swallowed, which blew Ryker away.
I am never letting her go.
*
The smoking look in Ryker’s eyes when he came made Evangeline cream hard. She swallowed the hot juice that belonged to him uniquely.
I wish this could last forever. I’ve never felt like this about a man before.
With a smile and a lick of her lips, she went to get off the bed, but found herself flat on her back instead with a heavy body crushing hers.
“Hold onto the headboard,” he growled.
Evangeline thought about arguing that she needed to shower and get ready, but the wild glow in his eyes promised pleasure, and her body needed release. Craved it.
She wrapped her fingers around the bars of her headboard. Ryker gave her a wicked smile before kneeling between her legs and spreading them wide.
“Sooo sweet,” he whispered. Then he lifted her up and feasted on her.
He started out by nibbling her soft inner thighs, light, butterfly caresses that had her quickly panting, but unable to squirm in his firm grasp. The feel of his warm breath across her sensitive lower lips made her gasp.
“Ryker, please.” She pleaded with him, too aroused to wait.
“Is this what you want?” he asked. His hot mouth opened wide and he took her, his tongue spreading her lips and lapping at the moistness within.
“Yes,” she screamed, her fingers turning white where she gripped the bars tight.
He tortured her, his agile tongue licking her and flicking her clit. He alternated with sucking her and stabbing his tongue inside her, driving her wild with his mouth.
Evangeline’s head thrashed from side to side, and she couldn’t stop moaning, so close to the edge did he bring her.
“Come for me, heksen,” he whispered against her sex before plunging three fingers inside, unerringly finding her g-spot and rubbing it. When he applied his tongue to her clit again while pumping her with his fingers, she lost it.
Pelvic muscles clenching, she came screaming as wave after wave of bliss crashed through her. And still he tortured her. His tongue flicked faster on her clit and his fingers kept rubbing her. Barely finished with her first orgasm, she went over the edge again, the ecstasy so overwhelming she blacked out for a moment.
Finally, he let her go. Laying himself alongside her, he cradled her in his arms, his lips lightly brushing her temple with kisses.
“That’s just a teaser,” he whispered to her. “Once the wedding is done and the plan executed successfully, I’m going to make love to you and make you cum so many times, you literally won’t be able to walk.”
Evangeline shuddered in his arms, which he tightened around her in a warm embrace she never wanted to leave.
Fuck me. She didn’t know when it happened or how. But she could deny it no longer.
I think I fell in love. Nah. It was probably just the after glow from sex. Wicked witches did not love big, dumb cats. Even if they purred.



CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
 
THE EIGHT HOUR difference between the United States and St. Petersburg meant they had to be showered and ready to go by four AM. They’d used the few hours they had left before to hash out the details of Evangeline’s plan and to meet with Rumpelstiltskin to ensure he was on board.
With a hard kiss, Ryker admonished her to be careful, a warning that had her eyes widen in surprise then soften in a look he’d rarely seen. It shocked him to realize that something so minor as showing he cared about her would make her react. If only she knew how much she meant to him. For a moment, he almost blurted it out loud, however, surrounded by chattering strangers, on the verge of completing their mission was hardly the time to declare his love. He kept silent, but kissed her again even though she hissed at him to behave.
Her cheeks blooming with color and her lipstick askew, she left with the first group through the portal that would take them halfway across the world in the space of a few seconds.
Fuck did he hate magic and anything to do with Hell. He especially distrusted the demons provided by Satan to open the portals for the guests to arrive quickly and comfortably, but he had to admit it beat a stupidly long plane trip and having to put up with TSA thugs. But even more than his dislike of the wormhole type travel, he hated having Evangeline leave ahead of him.
His beast paced, anxious at the fact its mate—our mate—was so far from them. Knowing she could take care of herself didn’t alleviate his unease; rather, it amplified it, because he knew how much trouble she could cause. An endearing quality most of the time, but only so long as he could be on hand to help her out if trouble arose.
Finally, his turn arrived, and joining the group of wedding guests that included Rumpelstiltskin and Tina, they went through the portal, the non-human magic working even for shifters.
Seconds later, emerging from the portal, Ryker blinked in the bright sunlight and gazed in begrudging admiration at the Catherine palace where the wedding would soon take place. Ostentatious, but definitely impressive. Having pulled the first round of nanny duty because, as his witch put it, he didn’t need to do anything to make himself look pretty, he followed a few paces behind Rumpelstiltskin and his little girl.
Ryker still couldn’t believe he was attending the wedding of the anti-Christ, not to mention said man would be marrying Evangeline’s sister. What kind of family am I getting into? It would sure make for interesting family get-togethers.
Speaking of family, his mother, when he’d returned to his house for toiletries and his suit, seemed resigned to his new married state. As a matter of fact, she’d seemed to have embraced it, gleefully making plans to introduce her new daughter-in-law at the next full moon.
When Ryker questioned the wisdom of such an act, she’d grinned, in quite an evil fashion, and said, “The more I think of it, the more I think I’ll like our new alignment with the witch. Do you know that your father’s security company has already gotten calls from the Russian coven asking them to do some protective detail?”
Word sure traveled fast. Or at least his mother’s gossip did. But at least his dad was now talking to him again. A shame. He’d rather enjoyed the silence.
*
Inside the palace, ensconced in a room with too many women, Evangeline had to restrain herself from running even though her sister seemed determined to drive her to it.
“I look fat, don’t I?” Isobel said, twirling to look at her ass in the mirror.
“Your scrawny butt is still as skinny as the rest of you,” reassured Evangeline. “Would you untangle your knickers from the knot you’ve put them in?”
“Are you implying I’m nervous?”
“Duh.”
“Don’t duh me. I was just remarking that this dress is all wrong. I can’t go out in public like this.”
“Stop freaking out. You’re just anxious.”
“Maybe a little. How do I know I’m making the right choice? I mean, look at who his father is. I’m not evil enough to be Satan’s daughter-in-law. How will I ever fit in?”
“You love Christopher, don’t you?”
“Of course I do,” said Isobel, blinking. “He’s everything I’ve ever wanted in a man.”
“Then shut up about the dress. You love him. He loves you. Everything else will work out.”
Isobel let out a big breath and straightened her shoulders. “You’re right. It will. Hold on a second. Did I hear you right? Did actually use the L-word?”
Evangeline shot her sister a dirty look.
“Holy fuck. You did. Interesting. So how are you and that hunky shifter of yours doing?” asked Isobel slyly, adjusting her neckline to deepen her cleavage.
“He’s not mine,” mumbled Evangeline. Although, his beast did mark me as his. I just wish I knew how the man feels about me.
“Oh, please. Anyone could tell the two of you are meant for each other.”
“He’s an animal.”
“And? My soon-to-be husband is the son of the Devil. Big whoop.”
“Big difference. I mean, do you really think Granddad would go for it? Or Mother?” Evangeline actually didn’t care what her family thought, but she wanted Isobel off her back.
“Actually, Mother likes him.”
“She what?” Evangeline just stared at her sister, dumbstruck.
“She had coffee with him when we were doing the dress fittings and she’s all for it. She just says it’s a shame you can’t make babies.”
“I don’t like babies, remember?” said Evangeline with a glower, not understanding why she felt a pang at the thought of never having a cute and sweet little boy that resembled Ryker with his vivid blue eyes.
And at that thought, Evangeline finally knew without a shadow of doubt. It wasn’t just good sex. Or hatred. Or indigestion. I love him.
Sitting down hard, something of her shock must have registered in her face, because her sister rushed over and clasped her hands between hers. “What’s wrong? You’ve got the oddest look on your face.”
She spoke without thinking. “I love him.”
“But that’s wonderful,” exclaimed Isobel.
Having said it aloud, she wanted to vomit. Evangeline’s brow knotted in confusion. “I don’t know if I’d call it that. Just saying it is nauseating me.”
“Only because you don’t know how he feels. Just ask him. You’ll feel better.”
A violent shake of her head was her answer to that. “Ask him? Are you nuts? Besides, I already know he doesn’t love me back.”
“Are you sure about that?”
Considering he had ample opportunity to declare it when he explained the whole mating thing? Yeah, she could definitely say he didn’t. “We’re just compatible in bed. Nothing more.”
“I think you’re wrong. Tell him you love him. Suck up pride, put on your big girl panties, and admit for once how you feel,” said Isobel, patting her hand. “I think you might be surprised at his answer.”
Admit my feelings? What if he rejects or mocks me? I can’t even turn him into a frog. Nor did she think she had it in her to kill him at this point, now knowing how she felt about him.
There was a knock on the door and the wedding planner from Hell—literally—stuck her horned demon head around the jamb. “It’s time, ladies. Let’s get this show moving.”
Clutching a bouquet of blood red roses, Evangeline wore a scowl as she started her walk down the aisle created in the ballroom between the sections of seats. Her grimace, though, faded when she saw him.
Ryker stood devastatingly tall and handsome with the other groomsmen. When their eyes met, his lips curled into a grin just for her. His blue eyes smoldered with appreciation and Evangeline couldn’t help the brilliant smile that burst forth. What a shame they couldn’t ditch this matrimonial circus and find a secluded closet somewhere, or even just a private corner.
Standing on the bride’s side, she couldn’t stop staring at Ryker, and even odder, he never took his eyes off her.
Mentally slapping herself, she reminded herself that they were still on a job, not to mention her sister was getting married. She flicked a look over at little Tina, who stood beside her, waiting her turn to sing, then at Isobel who stared up at her prince of Hell with so much joy it made Evangeline sick.
Oh fuck, I hope I don’t wear the same vapid expression when I stare at Ryker.
Finally, the ceremony came to a close, and the presiding hooded figure said, “I now pronounce you man and wife. May you live forever, and a gruesome curse befall any who would rip you asunder.”
Those words were the cue for Tina to step forward and do her thing. She might appear shy and frail, however, the voice that burst forth from her petite form would have made angels weep—if they dared show up at the wedding a step away from Hell. The child truly possessed a musical gift, and as she sang of love and commitment, Evangeline couldn’t help peeking over at Ryker. Their gazes met and she shivered at the burning expression in his eyes.
A last lingering note by the youthful prodigy and the audience burst in thunderous applause. The ceremony over, people—and other beings not often seen on the mortal plane—began to mill. Evangeline and Ryker flanked Tina as they made their way behind the couple, stopping every few feet as congratulations echoed from all sides. Once they cleared the ceremonial room, they went off to the garden for photos while the rest of the guests enjoyed pre-dinner cocktails.
Personally, Evangeline would have skipped the whole photo session, however, her mother and sister had bullied her into agreeing to pose for a few. While Evangeline scowled at the camera, Ryker hovered around Tina and her father. As soon as she could, though, she escaped and met up with Ryker and her patron.
“Okay, time to do this. Come on,” she said, leading the way, tossing her bouquet at a startled nymph.
They went as a group to the dining hall without mishap. Plates in hand, they browsed the varied foods set up on display as a buffet, a vast selection to tempt all kinds of palates—although Evangeline wondered who would want to eat the live frogs and worms.
Gazes watchful, senses on high alert, they ate their meal. Tina sat tucked between them while Ryker pretended to down copious amounts of alcohol. Around them, beings of all kind talked and laughed. The guests ranged from human looking to demonic, with other fairy tale creatures in between. Nobody wanted to miss out on the event of the century. But who planned to use the commotion as a guise to kidnap or harm the little girl in their care?
So far, no one stood out.
The longer they sat without anything happening, the more her impatience grew. Yet, at the same time, anticipation and its accompanying rush filled her as the time for the execution of their plan neared.
Dinner done, and the cutting of the cake accomplished, without bloodshed—how disappointing—the crowd flowed back into the ballroom for the dancing that would begin shortly. Evangeline thanked the fact her sister had vetoed speeches at her wedding, or else things might have gotten ugly considering the amount of alcohol being siphoned by the guests. While she dearly loved her grandfather, once he got a few glasses of vodka into him, he could get quite colorful, and easily riled.
The band from Hell—Satan’s Rockers—got the party going, and after Isobel, beaming up at her new husband, got her first dance, other people hit the dance floor. That was their signal. Evangeline threw a sideways glance at Ryker and nodded her head.
With a smile meant to look drunken, but which she personally found rakish, Ryker grabbed her ass and squeezed. Evangeline let out a shriek and slapped him.
“You dirty shifter. Keep your fucking hands to yourself.”
“Admit it. You want me. I’ve seen you eyeing me.”
“Because I wondered who let the dirty animal in.”
“Dirty? I’ll show you dirty.” He grabbed his crotch, squeezed, and leered. She almost laughed.
“You are a pig!”
“And you’re an uptight witch,” he taunted back. “I’ve got something to fix that. Drop to your knees and I’ll give you the cure for free.”
“That’s it,” she exclaimed, whirling to Rumpelstiltskin. “I will not work with this asshole any longer. I quit.” Turning on her heel, she stalked from the room and, in order to make it believable, went through a waiting portal away from the wedding.
Now came the sneaky, fun part.



CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
 
ABANDONED BY HIS partner, all part of the plan, Ryker followed Tina to the ladies room and after taking a quick peek inside, let her in alone. He stood outside with his arms folded over his chest, waiting.
Several minutes later, Tina came skipping back out.
“Ready, witch?” he murmured in a low tone.
“Let’s nab some bad guys,” Evangeline replied in her new little girl voice.
Ryker hoped her plan worked. At least no matter what happened, Tina would be safe. Spirited away secretly to a place only Rumpelstiltskin knew of, Tina would spend the rest of the evening playing video games and watching television under heavy guard while his witch, under the cover of a glamor, took Tina’s place and made herself the target.
Escorting her back to the ballroom, he saw Rumpelstiltskin look over at them and he inclined his head slightly to indicate the plan was in motion.
Now he needed to find a believable distraction so that someone could attempt to nab the fake Tina.
Turned out he didn’t need to look far because the diversion found him.
“There you are,” said a soft voice belonging to none other than his ex-fiancée, Vivian.
“Vivian,” he said, turning to face her.
Clad in a shimmering teal gown that set off the platinum of her hair nicely, he found his short-lived fiancée beautiful; however, she stirred nothing in him, not even hatred.
“Hello, Ryker,” she said, smiling at him tremulously.
Ryker wanted to walk away, because he really had nothing to say to the woman, but from the corner of his eye, he could see his disguised witch still weaving through the crowd. No one had made a move on her yet.
“Why are you here?” he asked suddenly. “You aren’t acquainted with either the bride or the groom.”
“What do you mean why? You invited me. I have to say I was surprised given what happened between us. But I’ve had time to think and mother—”
Ryker stopped listening. Fuck, Vivian’s a plant to distract me. His eyes searched the crowded room and just in time. He caught a glimpse of Tina, holding her mother, Heidi’s, hand and leaving the ballroom.
Sprinting through the crowd, he began unbuttoning his shirt, jostling revelers. Fuck this. With a roar, his beast burst through his tux and landed with a soft thud on the marbled floor. Given the gathering of magical and supernatural beings, no one even batted an eye as he moved through them quickly in his panther form.
Slipping through the door his disguised witch had exited with Heidi, he peered around. A flash of color caught his eye. Slinking through the darkness, he crept up and heard voices.
“I brought her like you asked, darling,” said Heidi.
Peering through the bushes that hid his quarry, Ryker coiled his hind legs, ready to spring.
A stranger smiled coldly at Heidi. “There’s a good girl. Now go back to the ballroom and forget any of this happened.” With a wave of his hands, the male used magic on Tina’s mother who, with a vacuous smile, headed back the way she’d come.
Shit, a wizard.
“As for you, little girl, we’re going to go on a little trip.”
Tina’s little girl shape disappeared and Evangeline, looking like a delicious pink bonbon in her bridesmaid’s dress, shook her head at the wizard. “I don’t think so, asshole.”
“Who the hell are you?” snapped the wizard.
“Your worst nightmare.”
Ozone permeated the air, the smell distinctive, as was the crackling energy as his witch drew magic into herself. The static electricity of it made her hair flutter, and her eyes turned black.
However, when she released her magic against Heidi’s mysterious friend, nothing happened, to him at least. However, the magical backlash knocked Evangeline back. She flew through the air and hit the trunk of a tree with a hard thump. Her limp body slumped to the ground in a frothy heap of lace and satin.
The bastard laughed and held up an amulet. “Sorry, witch, but with this special artifact I found in Merlin’s tomb, I am immune against magical attack.”
But not big kitty ones.
With a snarl of rage, Ryker pounced, all four claws out and fangs just aching for a target.
*
Evangeline shook her head, trying to clear it. Fucker had a magical shield. And like a rookie out of magic school, she tossed a spell right at it. Dumb. Dumb. Dumb. Her grandfather would have smacked her a second time if he’d caught her acting so cocky with an unknown sorcerer.
Sitting up, she shook off her daze in time to see Ryker, sporting his black panther form, come sailing out of nowhere to land on the wizard.
“Get him, kitty.” She whispered the words, her bloodthirsty nature not averse to seeing the man who’d bested her torn to shreds. As it turned out, the wizard—who was really starting to piss her off—had more than one trick up his sleeve. With nary a trace of magic, the wizard suddenly became a striped white tiger, and since touching Ryker didn’t dispel the illusion, the only conclusion she could come to was the stranger was both wizard and shifter. I’ll be damned. What happened to the species not being able to mix?
Snarling and slashing, the two massive beasts rolled through the bushes onto the dimly lit terrace, their claws raking bloody grooves.
Evangeline could only watch helplessly and it roused her anger to a boiling pitch.
Ryker’s getting hurt. I need to stop this, but how? I can’t use my magic on them.
At least not while he’s wearing that amulet.
“Ryker, pull off his amulet.”
Teeth suddenly clamping around the dangling ornament, Ryker tore it from the wizard’s feline neck. But in doing so, he left himself open and the white tiger who, with a roar of rage, scored his claws down Ryker’s side, opening several deep, bleeding lacerations. Then the bastard turned to snarl at her. But she didn’t care about the threat to herself, not when her lover lay bleeding on the ground.
“Son of a bitch!” Evangeline screamed. “How dare you fucking hurt him!”
Sucking into herself an immense amount of power, enough it burned along her nerves, haloed her hair, and made her skin fairly steam she held so much, she flung it all at the white tiger, only belatedly realizing that being part-shifter, the magic might not work.
She needn’t have feared. Apparently, only a full shifter could dispel a witch’s magic. With wide eyes and a horrified scream, the wizard-shifter hybrid turned into a grease spot on the terrace.
Wild clapping erupted and Evangeline looked over to see a crowd had gathered to watch the fight.
Ignoring them, Evangeline ran over to the panther who lay on the ground, chest heaving, blood seeping. As she approached, he reverted back to his naked, human male body.
Dropping to her knees beside him, she could see the crimson fluid streaking his skin.
“Ryker,” she cried. “Don’t you dare die, you big, dumb cat. You can’t die.”
“A kiss,” he gasped.
Immediately, she ducked down, and finding his lips, sealed hers to his. He’s dying, oh fuck. Why did this have to happen? It figured that just when she found a man she could love, he would get himself killed. She couldn’t stop the tears from forming, and one dripped onto his face. “Oh, Ryker.”
His lips continued to devour hers hungrily and he murmured against them, “My sweet heksen, you didn’t really think a puny jerk like that could kill me, did you?”
Evangeline rocked back on her heels and glared at him with sudden suspicion. “I saw your injuries. He practically ripped your guts out.”
“And I am a shifter with excellent recuperative powers.” Ryker swiped at the drying blood and showed her the already closing wounds. He also showed off his very large erection, which garnered quite the collection of gasps and titters from the watching crowd.
Cheeks burning, Evangeline got up. “I’ll go find you some clothes.”
And perhaps strike some women blind while I’m at it, she thought, eyeing the chattering gaggle who wouldn’t stop pointing and staring at her naked man.
“Anyone who wants to live, leave now,” she snarled, not caring if she appeared jealous. He’s mine.
However, her words had the desired effect and the crowd moved back indoors.
Now to find some clothes so she could dress Ryker long enough to get him somewhere where she could undress him and fuck him for scaring her. Then she’d screw him again for coming to her rescue. Then . . .
Hmm, considering what she planned to do, she’d better grab some food as well to keep them energized.



CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN
 
RYKER ALMOST LAUGHED when his witch made the gawkers scatter. At least she seemed uninjured. The rage he’d felt when that wizard had hurt her . . .well, it was a good thing she’d turned him into a grease spot because his plans for the bastard involved a lot more blood and screaming, which might not have gone over well considering this was a wedding.
Even better, with the bad guy out of the way and the job done, it meant he could now indulge in his fantasy of peeling her out of the girly dress and making her scream in an entirely erotic fashion. He’d not missed her cry of rage when he’d gotten hurt. I do believe my witch cares for me. Something he planned to make her admit to later on when he got her alone and naked. The things he planned to do to her . . .
Standing up, uncaring of his nudity—if you’ve got it, flaunt it—he waited for her to return, his face craned up at the half moon.
“Oh, Ryker, that was so brave,” gushed Vivian from behind him.
For fuck’s sake. Not now. Ryker whirled and saw his ex-fiancée, eyes aglow with admiration, a look Ryker had never seen before on her face, and one that rendered her quite pretty. However, she didn’t even come close to comparing with his witch, whom he craned around looking for. I’d better get rid of Vivian before she gets back. Somehow, he didn’t think Evangeline would take the time to listen to excuses. Or show mercy.
“Listen Viv—”
The body that plastered itself to him and kissed him took him by surprise. Incredulous, he peered down at Vivian. She had her eyes closed and was pressing herself passionately against him. Unfortunately for her, it left him cold.
However, he knew someone who would be more than hot if she saw this pathetic attempt.
When he heard the snarled, “Bitch, get your hands off my man,” he realized it was already too late and prepared to enjoy the fireworks.
Vivian pulled back with a smirk. “You must be the witch he’s been sleeping with. Well, you can just go find yourself a new boy toy. The engagement is back on, right, darling?”
Ryker raised his hands and shook his head at Vivian. “Like fuck. I’ve found my mate, and if I were you, I’d run because she is not happy you touched me.”
Evangeline graced him with a smile that made him harder than a rock, and then with a snarl, she turned to Vivian, who stupidly stood her ground.
“Listen up and listen good, you little fucking bitch. Ryker is mine, as in do not touch, look, or think of him, mine.”
Was it wrong that he enjoyed the way she stated her possession of him?
“But you’re a witch. You can’t be a couple,” said Vivian stubbornly.
“You know what? Screw being diplomatic, you stupid cow.” Evangeline drew back her fist and cold cocked Vivian, dropping her hard. “You’re lucky I’m in such a good mood, or I’d be gutting you right now.” Eyes dark with anger and her skin practically sparking, Evangeline glanced at him, as if daring him to say something.
Damn but jealousy looked hot on her. Ryker’s heart filled with love for his feisty, evil witch. And I am not waiting a second longer to tell her.



CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT
 
“YOU REALLY ARE evil, aren’t you?” Ryker said, his words a cruel reminder of what so many others had said to her. Of course, she hadn’t cared what they thought. But I care what Ryker thinks.
Evangeline hung her head in response, ashamed at the tears that pricked her eyes. Calloused fingers gripped her chin and tilted her face back up.
“What the hell are you crying for?” he asked, aghast. “I was just stating the obvious.”
“I’m sorry, but I refuse to be some perfect fucking Barbie doll. I can’t help myself. Evil runs in my genes.”
“Why the hell would I want a dumb, cookie cutter doll when I can have you?”
“But I’m not nice,” she replied dumbly.
“Screw a nice girl. I want a wicked witch. Besides, I happen to like watching you at work.”
Evangeline suddenly couldn’t breathe, and she obviously couldn’t hear because it had sounded like he’d said he wanted her.
“Ah, my sweet heksen, don’t tell me you haven’t figured it out yet. I thought you were supposed to be the smart one.”
“Spell it out for me,” she asked, wanting him to say it.
“I love you. I love every evil inch of you. And now that I’ve proven I’m braver and said it first, what about you?”
“I love you too, you big, stupid beast.”
His thick arms crushed her ribs as he swung her around enthusiastically and let out a roar of excitement.
“So when do you want to tie officially tie the knot?”
“I thought we were mated?”
“In the eyes of shifters, but I imagine your mother would appreciate something more traditional.”
“Is this is your obtuse way of asking me to marry you?”
“Oh, please, if I got on my knee, you’d just hurt me. What do you say? Wanna get hitched? White dress, priest, the whole nine yards?”
Evangeline’s eyes almost bugged out of her head. “Eew! What is wrong with you?”
Howling with laughter, Ryker swung her round again. “Just kidding.”
“Listen, can’t we just live in sin for a while? I’m really not keen on the idea of going through all that,” she said, jerking her head at the castle where the sounds of revelry floated out to them on the terrace.
“Ooh, more sinning,” he said with a leer. “Count me in.”
“Here, put these on before I have to hurt someone else,” she said, handing him the clothes she’d picked up from their hidden emergency stash. Although, personally, she preferred him naked. First things first, though, they needed to let Rumpelstiltskin know they’d succeeded in taking care of the villain just in case he hadn’t heard. Afterwards, she planned to claim every inch of her lover’s luscious body.
As soon as they walked in the door, Rumpelstiltskin cornered them, a grin creasing his ugly mug. “An excellent job once again by Wicked Incorporated. I’ve had your fee deposited already. Plus, at the requests of your respective mothers, who informed me of your mated status, I’ve thrown in a bonus. Congratulations, I’ve granted you the ability to reproduce with each other.”
Evangeline went still as Rumpelstiltskin’s words penetrated. “You. Did. What?” she said, using a full lungful of air for each word and taking a menacing step forward.
Rumpelstiltskin chuckled nervously. “Now, Evangeline, trust me. You’ll thank me for this later.”
“You’re assuming you’re going to survive the next five minutes.”
At her side, Ryker started laughing deep guffaws. In between his mirth, he said, “Dude, if I were you, I’d run, ‘cause I am not stupid enough to try and stop her.”
With an undignified squeak, the ugly male turned and fled, but not quick enough to escape Evangeline’s revenge. Sucking in an obscene amount of magic, she saw with her magically enhanced eyes the glamor her former employer hid under and she ripped it away.
Then she laughed, for instead of seeing Rumpelstiltskin’s usual gnarly mug, his real form appeared: a six-foot-something blond Adonis. His face? A chiseled work of perfection, while his muscles rippled through the tattered clothing he’d torn in his sudden growth spurt.
Squeals erupted from a band of nymphs in the corner. “Master, you’ve returned to pleasure us!” Like an ocean of lemurs, they, and others of the female persuasion, came in a rippling wave of hair and pastel colors.
Rumpelstiltskin turned his transformed face to her, a look of horror etched on it. “Now that was just evil.”
Evangeline just crossed her arms over her chest. “Yes, yes it was. Next time you meddle in someone’s life, ask first. Now I’d suggest you run; it will be twenty four hours before you can put your ugly glamor back on.”
Poor Rumpelstiltskin, he tried to run, but his new long stride was no match for the determined women who mobbed him. Off they carted him despite his screams to leave him alone.
Ryker’s strong arms wrapped around her, and his breath tickled her ear when he said, “Dammit, heksen, you are so wickedly hot. Let’s go practice making a baby.”
Her foot slamming his instep didn’t stop him from throwing her over his shoulder and striding through a crowd that didn’t even look twice—after all, at the antichrist’s wedding, some indiscretions were expected as par for the course.



CHAPTER TWENTY NINE
 
IN A PALACE this size, Ryker didn’t find it hard to locate an empty room with a bed. He threw her onto the soft mattress. While he locked the door, Evangeline stripped out of her clothes, a fact that made his eyes glow golden with appreciation when he turned around.
Finally naked, she smiled and beckoned to him. He stripped out of his shirt and pants first, his jutting erection bobbing eagerly at her as he strode to the bed.
Laying his body on top of hers, she winced. He rolled off her instantly.
“You’re hurt? Where?” His hands smoothed over skin and not finding anything on her front, he flipped her to her stomach and she heard him suck in a breath.
“It’s just a bruise,” she said.
“You’re injured,” Ryker growled.
“So kiss it better,” she said, looking back at him over her shoulder.
He did, his lips caressing her bruised skin and then moving down her back to the crevice of her ass. He spread her cheeks and thighs, his calloused fingers finding her wet and ready for him.
“Get on your hands and knees. I can’t wait. I need you now.”
Evangeline quickly obeyed, her need for him just as urgent. The head of his cock speared her, its hard length sliding in and filling her up. He grabbed her waist and began pumping her, and Evangeline gasped.
“Don’t.” Thrust. “You.” Pound. “Ever.” Quicker. “Scare me like that again,” he finally said as he pistoned his hips.
“Same to you,” she panted.
He found her clit with wet fingers and rubbed it until the stimulation was enough to make her scream and send her over the edge. But Ryker wasn’t yet done with her. He grabbed a handful of her hair and she eagerly arched back. “I mean it, witch. You are mine. All mine. And just so you know, this time, I know exactly what I’m doing. I choose you as my mate, every wicked inch of you. For now and always.” He leaned forward, still thrusting, and his sharp teeth found the soft flesh of her nape and bit down, marking her a second time.
Oh, the ecstasy. With a shuddering cry, she gushed and convulsed in the throes of a major orgasm. Wave after wave of bliss crashed through her body and her vaginal muscles squeezed him tightly. With a final deep lunge and a bellow, he came inside her.
They collapsed on the bed, a heaving mess of naked flesh. She’d never been happier. He rolled to the side and dragged her atop him.
“I love you,” he said, his chest rumbling under her cheek.
“I love you too.” She couldn’t believe how easily the words rolled off her tongue and how right they felt.
“Now, before I wash every inch of you with my tongue, I’ve got to ask, because since our fake fight, people have bombarded me with rumors. Which of them are true?”
“All of them, of course.”
He tilted her chin up so he could look her in the face and Evangeline grinned, which was so unlike her, but dammit, being around him made her . . .happy.
“So you did turn Derek into a doormat?” he asked.
“Rat, actually. Jerk dumped me for being too evil.” What a pity the spell only lasted twenty-four hours.
“Derek was an idiot. You’re just confident, nothing wrong with that. What about the guy you glued to the hood of a police cruiser, naked?”
“Beating up hookers.”
“Grease puddle later identified as Gary Whitecloak?”
“Magical rapist.” Evangeline had set herself up as bait one night, and the look on his face before she turned him into a melted popsicle—priceless.
“I hate to break it to you,” Ryker said after a few more queries about her reputation. “But you’re not evil.”
“What are you talking about?” Evangeline huffed, leaning up on his chest. “I am ruthless and take no shit.”
“Yeah, but from what you’ve told me, everyone’s deserved it. I mean, do you go out and kill innocents?”
“Of course not,” she said, frowning.
“What if they called you a bad name?”
“I have more control than that,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Although, I might make them grovel a bit.”
“See, you’re actually not all that wicked.”
She squirmed up and straddled him. “Take that back. I am the wickedest.”
“In the bedroom maybe.”
“If you tell anyone otherwise, I’ll masturbate and make you watch with no touching.”
His eyes widened in horror. “I take it back. You are the wickedest witch ever. And even better, you’re all mine.”
His words made Evangeline glow and feel all warm and mushy inside. They also made her horny. Good thing he had a lot of stamina, something she made good use of that night, numerous times.



EPILOGUE
 
RYKER’S ARM CURLED tight around Evangeline’s plump frame, and he smiled contentedly from their perch on the roof of the library. Halloween night had arrived with clear skies and a rare full moon. Dusk had already fallen and children were out in costumed hordes, their cheerful voices floating up into the night sky.
“Ready?” he asked, giving her a squeeze.
“Totally,” Evangeline said with a grin. Moving away from Ryker, she put her glamor into place, a hideous crone of a witch replete with a wart and strawlike black hair.
Ryker shuddered. “That is absolutely hideous.”
With a grin that revealed yellowed buckteeth, she cackled. “Your turn.”
Ryker’s body rippled and out sprang his black panther. With gloves on, lest he disrupt her magic, she gave her beast a quick scratch that had him purring, then she pulled out the harness they’d had specially made and strapped the baby saddle to Ryker’s transformed back. She plopped their daughter—Mortika—into the customized seat.
Impending motherhood had initially been a cruel shock—she’d gone on a rampage that had done wonders for her already evil reputation and brought in a flood of jobs for Wicked Incorporated. Lucky for the mortals, she’d not done much permanent damage during her pregnancy. They really hadn’t been kidding about those mood swings.
Once she’d gotten over the anger and morning sickness—something that had made Rumpelstiltskin leave town in terror—the birth of her daughter had turned into a surprisingly fulfilling experience. There was nothing like seeing one’s own flesh and blood performing her first evil deed—wiggling chubby little fingers to steal another child’s lollipop. And she became her father’s pride and joy when she turned into a frisky, sharp-clawed kitten.
Now, to Evangeline’s delight, she was about to introduce her daughter to a yearly tradition—ruining Halloween.
“Remember, sweetie,” Evangeline said to her blue-eyed vixen who clapped her chubby hands in glee. “The important thing is to have fun at the expense of others.”
Watching with a smile as Ryker bounded among the costumed children, their daughter giggling away, Evangeline felt her heart swell. She might still be the Wickedest Witch, but dammit, against all odds, she’d found true love, and she’d do anything—even kill—to keep it.
 
The End
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