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Chapter 1
 

The snow fell to the earth like lace.
It drifted, swirled, and danced around my face with a wild abandon even the Watchers around me could not match. The falling snow added to the piles of snow already obscuring the land. Though insanely beautiful and peaceful, the snow only made our task harder.
Margaret and Jackson, along with Preacher - a member of a rebellious group called ‘the Saints’ - were waiting for us along the western coast of Alaska. They had called us an hour ago to meet them, but we had yet to find them in the storm. We moved along the bank, scanning for any signs of them against the backdrop of snow. The ship we had rode on for two weeks to get to Alaska bobbed in time to the icy water. It swayed back and forth in a rhythm that was unique to the sea and the storm that was circling us. I fought against the pull of the ship, even as my eyes scoured the white landscape for sign of my friends. Beside me were Alex, Daniel, and an unhappy-looking Spider.
Despite two weeks on the boat, Spider had yet to gain his sea legs. His face was as green as his eyes; his whole body trembled with the desire to throw up. He had refused to stay down below, however – he was adamant about helping with the search. Alex was much more comfortable on the boat, not nearly as prone to throwing up as Spider. She had spent a lot of time on the water, on fishing trips with her father. She had to grip the rail often, to keep from sliding around, but her face was calm as she too searched the shore. Daniel was even more confident. He needed no railing – he did not fear the waves we rode. His body made miniscule shifts in time with the rocking, so that he looked stationary, despite the heavy waves surrounding the ship. His green eyes scanned the bank with alert intensity. It was the same intensity he held when we had a mission. And there had been plenty of missions in the last two weeks; missions where we had maintained the purpose of the Saints, which was to help people.
The mission we were on now went beyond just searching for our friends on the coast of Alaska. It was at once very simple and incredibly complicated. We were enduring the biting cold wind and icy ocean for a simple reason: to get Daniel’s parents back from Marcus’ Seekers. The place the Seekers had taken them, after abducting them from their home in King’s Cross, was located in the mountains of Alaska – that was all we knew at this point. The reason for abducting them was clear: Marcus was forcing them to develop weapons that only Han and Beatrice, as world-class scientists, could develop. The mission was complicated, because attacking a fortress in Alaska was always complicated. The odds were not in our favor.
Attacking the fortress was something we would do despite the odds. We could not leave Han and Beatrice as Marcus’ prisoners forever. It was too close to the torture and fear I had endured for a month and half; the fear every moment would be my last and the pain would never end. Worse, the pain would make me submit to whatever my captors wanted. It was a fate I had lived through once in Lorian’s prison and it was not one I was eager for anyone else to share.
Lorian and his brother Darian had been fighting a war for ultimate power, which had rocked all of Watcher-kind with its violence. There was not a Watcher in the world who did not fear the repercussions of the fight. Watchers felt the cost of the fighting every single day. Watchers were hunted by Marcus’ Seekers and then sold to the war, just because of their heritage. To refuse to join was certain death. But change was in the wind. The same two weeks that had separated our journey to Alaska separated me from seeing Lorian killed by an angel known as Nemesis.
I had pulled Nemesis from the darkness between one place and the next, and she had used the moment to complete a task set to her a long time ago – to kill Lorian. She had beheaded him as easily as I put on shoes in the morning. Then, in exchange for freeing her, she had promised any favor I wished. I was not eager to call on her for anything; I had the feeling her answer always relied on violence. Not only that, her help was a double-edged sword. I was certain I would pay for my request.
We had gotten news only yesterday that Nemesis had completed the second part of her task – to kill the other brother, Darian. There had been an epic party at hearing the news. People were still celebrating.
Darian’s death meant the war was really over. The war that had held most of Watcher-kind in the dark, fearing the light of day, had ended for good. We were ‘free.’ Or so it seemed to many.
I was not as enthusiastic as the others were in my celebration of the event.
For me, Lorian and Darian had always been a minor threat – background noise to the major threat that was Marcus. Marcus was the one who had hunted me for two years. He was the one who had pulled me in to a world of fear and pain. He was the one who haunted my dreams, if I let down my guard even a little. He was the reason I feared sleep. His white hair, yellow eyes and feline features were as familiar as my nightmares.
The end of the war between Lorian and Darian was the beginning for him.
I knew it like I knew the shape of Daniel’s face. Marcus was only getting warmed up – if anything, having Darian and Lorian out of the way made Marcus’ task easier. There was less competition in his way. He would not have to fight the brothers himself. He could focus on whatever he was planning, instead of ‘recruiting’ new bodies for their war.
I did not know why Marcus wanted to include me in to his planning, or why he was so desperate to capture me. To date, he had sent three different Seekers to capture me. Three different occasions that held their share of fear, pain, and betrayal. The only thing I really knew was that I had abilities before my seventeenth birthday – which was only three weeks away – and that I could turn people in to a Nightstalker, if I gave them my blood willingly. Alex was proof of that particular ability; she dealt with that reality every single day.
Answers were important to me, but not having them would not stop me; I was determined never to let Marcus get what he wanted. I was determined to get Daniel’s parents out of prison and continue the mission I had decided on doing a long time ago. I was going to stop Marcus. I was going to fight him and kill him. He was the seed of the pain we had all suffered.
Daniel put a hand on my arm, bringing me back to the present. He pointed at the land sliding past just as three figures appeared like mirages out of the snow. I smiled as the familiar, tall form of Jackson, the slender, graceful form of Margaret, and the less-familiar, but still welcome, form of Preacher appeared against the backdrop of snow. I had harbored a small fear that they had been captured along with Han and Beatrice. Seeing them was proof that we had a chance at besting the fortress. If they could get past the sentries surrounding it, so could we.
Daniel turned to signal the control room – to stop the ship. I turned as well. I couldn’t see inside the room from the distance we were at, but I knew River was up there, keeping the ship on course. The engine I could hear too well, because of my alert ears, changed sounds as she slowed down. Jackson, Margaret, and Preacher followed the course of the ship as we slowed, staying parallel to us with an easy jog. Finally, the engines shifted gear again, and we pulled to a rough stop along the bank. Daniel grabbed Spider by the collar, to keep him from sliding off the boat at the jerky stop. The sudden movement was not good for Spider. Daniel pulled Spider over to the rail just as the boy lost his lunch.
Jackson didn’t wait for an invitation to board the ship. He jumped from the bank to the ship without hesitation. He was grinning, like normal, his face lit up with a mischievous smile.
“Are we pirates now?” Jackson asked.
“I’m pretty sure Daniel has scurvy,” I said. “Which I think qualifies us.”
“And Clare keeps calling everyone, ‘matey,’ Daniel added. “But I think that’s just because she’s seen too many old movies.”
Jackson’s smile had grown with our teasing.
“Did you tell Clare about that time off the coast of Africa…that guy…and running that boat down and setting it on fire?” Jackson asked with a laugh. “Now that guy was a real pirate…”
“I believe he preferred the term ‘corsair,’” Daniel said.
“Well, he was a notorious liar,” Jackson said.
“And a thief, apparently,” I said.
I wanted to spend the reunion making jokes and laughing, but there was no use hiding from the truth. Jackson had been on a mission – I was more than curious to see what they had found out. They hadn’t said anything on the phone, and the suspense was killing me.
“What did you find out? Where are they? Are they close?” I asked.
“We should probably have this conversation in front of Reaper,” Daniel said. “He’ll want to hear. It’s not just us in this – it’s his people he’s committing to helping us rescue my parents.”
Jackson nodded in agreement and turned back to Margaret and Preacher. He gestured at them once, and they disappeared back in to the veil of snow. They did not need words to know what he wanted; they had obviously developed an unspoken language over the course of their two weeks together.
“Where are they going?” I asked.
“To keep an eye out,” Jackson said. “Marcus has scouts even this far west. We’ve met two so far.”
“Met?” Alex asked, finally speaking up.
Jackson’s grin turned evil at the question. There was no doubt ‘met’ meant ‘fought and killed.’
“Oh,” Alex said.
She glanced at me then at Spider, who was still trying to throw up, despite his empty stomach. It was obvious Spider needed someone to stay with him. He was also an excuse – a reason not to have to face Reaper, who Alex had been avoiding like the plague.
“I’ll stay with him,” Alex offered. “Let me know…everything.”
She waved her hand in an all-encompassing manner. I knew it meant to take in the information Jackson was going to share.
“I will,” I promised.
She nodded gratefully, turned back to Spider, and started rubbing his back in a maternal way. I followed Jackson and Daniel to the heavy metal door that led to the decks below. I sighed at the real reason behind her refusal to join us. The situation with Alex and Reaper was touchy at best. Before we had left L.A., they had fought, and the tension of it still hung in the air between them. They couldn’t seem to find the words to make it right. Alex was angry and thought Reaper enjoyed killing for killing’s sake – though she was happy that, after their argument, he had eradicated a long-standing rule, which said anyone could fight him to the death and take his place as leader of the Saints. Reaper was just as angry, though I was less familiar with his reasons; he didn’t share and I didn’t ask. I just knew they both didn’t know what to say to the other around the awkwardness. I also knew they liked each other more than they were willing to admit. The tension of that was more pervasive than the argument that kept them from talking. It was the real reason they both were so afraid to start talking again. Neither seemed ready for the type of love story they could have if they let down their guard.
Three steps separated the inside from the heavy door leading outside. The interior walls were rusted and pitted from years at sea. Row upon row of living quarters was spaced throughout the seemingly endless corridors. Most of the rooms were small and perfect for one or two people, though they hadn’t been meant for Watchers, who generally were considered short at six feet tall. The largest rooms by far were the galley and the area they had once used to use to hold cargo. Most people hung out in the cargo area, when they weren’t out on missions. The galley was mainly used by Spider and Alex – they were the only two on board who ate. Reaper also used it…when he was certain Alex was not going to be in there, and he could have the space to himself. It was the one place he could gather his ‘generals’ without the noise of the others bogging the meeting down.
When we entered the galley, Reaper was leaning close to his laptop, reading the screen with a purposeful stare. His raven-black hair was pulled back in a knot at the nape of his neck, and his silver eyes were lost in the information on the screen in front of him. I thought at first he didn’t notice our entrance, but then he held up a finger, to tell us to wait a moment. He quickly typed something, a response to whatever he had been reading, and then shut the screen.
“Are we interrupting?” I asked.
“Always,” Reaper teased with a smile.
Reaper’s eyes moved to Jackson, not only because Jackson took up most of the doorway. Reaper had a question for him – the question of someone that had to focus on business first and a reunion second.
“I’m glad to see you safe,” Reaper said. “Is Preacher on board? I would like to speak with him about some things that have come up in his absence.”
“He’s keeping an eye on things for us,” Jackson said.
“Oh. Of course,” Reaper said.
Jackson looked around the galley, getting his bearings in the unfamiliar surroundings. His smile was firmly in place as he eyed the rusted ship – he obviously found something funny. Perhaps it was a memory we were not privy to or the idea that we were brave enough to weather the sea in such an old vessel. The silence stretched for a moment as Reaper looked to Jackson to start the conversation, to fill us in on what he had found out. Daniel nudged Jackson in the arm with a roll of his eyes.
“Would you spit it out?” Daniel asked.
“Spitting is a disgusting habit,” Jackson said. “I never do it.”
Jackson grinned at us, thinking he was funnier than he was. I sighed and waited for him to get to the point. Daniel laughed at the expression on my face. Jackson finally had enough of playing around. He was serious in a second.
“The fortress is…a fortress,” Jackson said.
“Thanks for that,” Reaper said dryly.
“The fortress is actually built in to the mountain,” Jackson continued. “There are no places on the ground level that are easily accessible. Their venting is up high and not easily gotten to with the usual means. They have rotating patrols, so that the landscape is always covered. When one patrol goes out of range of an area, another patrol has eyes on it. In a word, it is ‘impenetrable.’”
Jackson’s words fell hard on Daniel’s emotions. His face fell, and his green eyes took on a darkness I had seen more often than I was comfortable. It was the darkness of lost hope. He was afraid rescuing his parents was impossible. If Reaper noticed the emotion on Daniel’s face, he didn’t mention it. Reaper focused on what was possible, instead of what was not.
“Do you have a hiding place near the building?” Reaper asked Jackson.
Jackson nodded.
“We found a cave near the fortress,” Jackson said. “The patrols haven’t found it yet and Preacher has been keeping an illusion up to make it look like a part of the mountain. He said that someone skilled in illusion would be able to tell it’s there, but no patrols have come looking yet.”
“Very well,” Reaper said. “A small group of us will go to the cave and check out the area. I can only come up with a plan if I know what I am dealing with. Not that I don’t trust your opinion, but seeing is believing.”
“Suit yourself,” Jackson agreed. “When did you want to leave?”
“Give me fifteen minutes to get everything in order,” Reaper said. “Go ahead and call Margaret and Preacher back. I’ll have some of my people keep an eye out while Sara takes us to your cave.”
“Is Sara back?” I asked curiously.
Sara and Shawn, our resident taxis – walkers who could shift between one place and the next and appear anywhere instantly as long as they had a visual – had been taking people around the world per Reaper’s orders since we had first boarded the ship two weeks ago. There were still missions to go on and things Reaper needed to take care of around the world, if he was going to keep the Saints in a good position to take on Marcus when the time finally came. Daniel and I been taken by Sara and Shawn on our share of missions, and I had gone to see Ellen, to let her know where we were headed. I had promised to keep her informed. It wasn’t just her. Ellen, Sam, and Naomi were keeping the kids for us while we traveled to Alaska. The kids were not happy about staying out of the action, but Spider and I had both agreed that after the fight at Lorian’s, and the consequent violence that had resulted, the risk of keeping the kids around was too great. Spider wasn’t going anywhere – I wouldn’t have forced him to – but the others weren’t as geared toward our world as Spider. They deserved a chance at happiness. Ellen, Sam, and my de-facto aunt, Naomi, were the perfect people to give them that happiness.
Reaper nodded at my question. “Sara got back while you were topside.”
“So, King is back?” I asked.
“Yeah…” Reaper agreed. “Why?”
“Oh. No reason,” I said, not able to keep my voice normal for a second.
Lying was not my forte; it never had been. The only time I was good at lying was when other people’s lives depended on it and even then, I sometimes faltered.
Daniel’s eyes immediately moved to my face at my words. He didn’t need any other clue to know I had a reason for wanting to see King, one I didn’t want to share with him. I hadn’t mentioned my reason to him, and he instantly thought the reason I was keeping it secret was more connected to my emotions than I was letting on. I mentally cursed myself for mentioning King in front of him.
“I’ll go find Margaret and Preacher, then,” Jackson said, oblivious to Daniel’s look and Reaper’s curiosity at the unspoken question in Daniel’s eyes, and the refusal to answer them in mine.
“Fifteen minutes,” Reaper repeated.
Jackson nodded, and we moved out of his way, to let him walk back out to the hall of the ship.
“Who do you think we should take with us?” I asked. “To the cave, I mean.”
Daniel was still staring at me, but he answered my question in a calm voice. Whatever he was thinking, he was unwilling to let it affect our planning. He was business as usual.
“Me, you, Jackson, Margaret, Preacher, Reaper, Alex and Spider,” he said.
“Spider?” I questioned.
“Yes,” Daniel agreed.
“Why?” I asked. “What’s he gonna do? Steal a stalagmite?”
“We need him there. I feel…” he hesitated as he searched for a way to articulate his emotions on the subject. “I feel like it’s important.”
I realized I was not the only one keeping secrets. He had a vision he hadn’t shared with me, one that was about the mission we were about to go on. I trusted his secret keeping was for as good a reason mine was…or at least I hoped it was.
“Okay,” I agreed.
“So, it’s settled then?” Reaper asked.
“Unless you want to take some of your people?” Daniel asked.
“You are my people,” Reaper pointed out.
I smiled at his words.
“Awwww, you totally love us,” I teased.
Reaper didn‘t respond to my teasing, though his eyes did soften.
“If that’s all, I have a couple of things I need to talk to River about…and I need to make sure everyone is ready. I don’t want any surprises,” Reaper said.
“Of course,” Daniel said. “We’ll be in our room when you’re ready to go.”
Reaper nodded and gathered his things from the table. He passed us, headed to the control room. Daniel took my hand and pulled me down the hall to the small room we shared. At first, I thought he was going to ask me about my strangeness with King, but he had bigger issues on his mind.
He sat down on the bed and put his elbow on his knee. After a second, he placed his chin on his hand. The pose was pensive and ultimately sad. He looked at the floor for a long moment – the sadness radiated from his body – then he spoke.
“Impenetrable,” Daniel whispered sadly as if he thought speaking the word made it true.
I sighed and sat down next to him. The word had bothered me as well, but I knew nothing was impenetrable, not as long as what we wanted was on the other side of ‘impenetrable.’
“You know how Jackson is,” I said. “I’m sure it’s an exaggeration.”
“Jackson does not exaggerate about defenses. He’s been trained to be accurate,” Daniel said.
“‘Accurate’ doesn’t meant ‘right,’” I argued.
“That doesn’t make any sense,” he said.
“Words are subjective, Daniel,” I said. “Jackson says ‘impenetrable,’ you say ‘kinda hard,’ I say ‘let’s go for it.’ We all have different opinions on things. Don’t freak out until you see the place for yourself.”
He thought about that for a moment. My words had given him hope.
“You’re right,” he finally said.
I smirked at him. “I know.”
His mouth twitched with his impulse to smile. He smothered the impulse and another serious question formed on his lips.
“Have you had any more dreams?” he asked.
I turned my head away from him – our faces had been close as we talked, close enough for us to kiss – and looked at the wall. It was barren and ugly but infinitely better than looking at him and admitting my fears. The truth was that I had been forcing myself to stay awake, despite my regular exhaustion after long and difficult missions. The dreams were too real simply to set them aside. Even with the desire to stay awake fueling me, I sometimes lost the battle. I was still too human not to sleep occasionally. The dreams were consistently scary; I had forgotten what a good dream looked like.
My last dream had been terrifying. More than terrifying – real.
I was in New York – I recognized the location as Time’s Square, tourist city. There was a naked cowboy playing on the corner, tourists stopping to take pictures of the buildings, of the cowboy, anything they could take pictures of; others were walking at a brisk pace to get home after a long day at work. It was the afternoon. The wind was crisp. The remains of a snowstorm piled along the edges of the sidewalk. It had turned brown from the traffic.
For some reason, I was running toward a building. My legs were soaked from the snow and my breath came in heaving gasps. My heart pounded hard with adrenaline and fear. Something bad was about to happen. I could feel in my bones. I was running out of time as much as I was running toward the unknown.
Then…the world stopped. My vision dissolved in to a world of white and the sound of ringing. The tourists and the people had changed in to a nightmare. Chaos was king. Dead people were everywhere. Those who were still alive had blood running out of their eyes, ears, and nose. Blood shattered the peace of the city. In my heart, I knew everything had changed forever.
Daniel was waiting on my response. He was waiting to hear what horror I had dreamed up. It wasn’t just because my dreams felt real…they had a way of being true. He was convinced I was developing the same kind of gift for premonition he had. I was convinced nothing good could come of that gift; the only things I ever dreamed were of disasters. The disasters were stalking my dreams as much as Marcus, to the point where I didn’t know where Marcus ended and the disasters began.
I wanted to tell him ‘no.’ I wanted to tell him that I had dreamed of us on a beach somewhere, relaxed and having fun, but that lie was dangerous. Beyond that, I couldn’t lie to Daniel and get away with it…not for long. Not that I really wanted to. Lies had torn us apart once. I would not let them again.
“Yes,” I said.
He put a hand on my chin and gently forced me to look at him.
“You have to talk about it, Clare. It’s the only way to face what you see.”
“Says the guy who doesn’t talk about most of his visions,” I said.
“I’ve told you the important ones,” he said.
“Who says?” I asked.
He frowned. “Don’t go there,” he said.
“Where?”
“Accusing me of lying, just because you don’t want to talk about your scary dreams,” he said.
“Talking about it makes it real,” I said. “It breathes life in to the vision.”
“I’m probably the only person you know who has the power and knowledge to interpret your dreams and stop them from happening,” Daniel pointed out.
“I know…” I sighed.
“Do you trust me?” he asked.
“Don’t be ridiculous,” I said.
“So, tell me…” he urged.
He put his hand on my cheek, extra incentive to spill the beans. His green eyes were full of just the right amount of pleading and encouragement.
I gave in to the look. I didn’t feel like arguing with it. I told him the details of the dream. He listened in complete silence, keeping his hand on my face for comfort. When I was finished, he was thoughtful for a different reason. He stood and started pacing the small space between the wall and the door. I pulled my legs off the ground and crossed them on the bed, to give him room. He put his hands behind his back and lowered his head thoughtfully as he walked.
“You sure it was New York?” he asked.
“You lived there, too. Wouldn’t you know it if you saw it?” I asked.
Daniel nodded in agreement, trusting my ability to remember a city street.
“You didn’t see any kind of date or event going on that could tell us when?” he asked.
“No,” I said. “It could have been any day…tomorrow or ten years from now.”
He turned back to me. His eyes looked bothered by the truth.
“I suppose there’s not a lot we can do about it right now,” he admitted.
I nodded in agreement. A dream was the last of our worries.
“Yeah, your parents need rescuing,” I said. “We can worry about New York blowing up afterward.”
Daniel’s grin was sarcastic. “It didn’t sound so good when you put it that way.”
“I mean it, though,” I said. “We’re going to get your parents out. We’ll see where we are after that.”
Daniel sat on the bed again. His expression was thoughtful.
“Have you noticed how much we keep saying that? ‘We’ll see where we are…’ We say that more than we say ‘I know what to do.’”
There was no arguing with him. Our whole life had turned in to catching up to situations, instead of preventing them. We were always two steps behind. It was annoying, but it was the best we could do under the circumstances.
“Yeah,” I agreed.
“Everything is so…” he struggled for the proper words.
“Up in the air?” I asked.
“Yep,” he agreed.
“That’s what we get for trying to save the world,” I said. “Everything comes with a price.”
“Even truth,” Daniel said.
“Yes,” I agreed.
He eyed me carefully. He started tapping on the edge of the bed in a habitual way that meant he was either bored or thinking hard about something. I could tell it wasn’t boredom. Something was on his mind. It was something a little less earth shattering than the world blowing up.
“So…why did you lie about King?” he asked.
“We’re not having the King discussion again, are we?” I asked. “I told you. Nothing happened between us after I was rescued from Lorian’s prison.”
“But you did just lie,” Daniel pointed out. “You never lie. Even when you should.”
“I’ve lied before,” I said.
“Not to me,” he said.
“Why are you being so pushy today?” I asked. “Normally you wait and charm and act all cunning about getting information.”
“You don’t like it when I do that,” he said.
“That’s never stopped you before,” I said.
“Clare…” he said in a voice laced with doubt.
It was the beginning of an unnecessary conversation. Despite being a super-being, he still had an overwhelming capacity for self-doubt. It was easy for him to think I had found someone else to fulfill my desires. He didn’t realize there would never be anyone but him. The emotion made him more human – which would have been a good thing any other time.
“I am not, nor will I ever, cheat on you,” I said.
“That’s not an answer to my question,” he pointed out.
“Life’s not fair,” I said.
His lips moved to form a retort. His retort was stopped by a knock on the door. He closed his eyes in irritation at the interruption.
His eyes still closed, he said, “Come in, Alex.”
Alex opened the door and let it swing out until it bumped in to the opposite wall. Her golden hair reflected the florescent light above, giving her the appearance of a halo. She looked at us for a moment, sensing the tension hanging in the air. Her x-ray eyes assessed our moods and our body language. More than that, the gift she had developed with my blood – the ability to see to the heart of most things – went in to overdrive. It was an ability she had used to seal her place in the Saints. While Spider had forged his place by being the go-to guy for anything anybody could ever need, Alex had become the go-to girl for confessions and therapy sessions. People depended on her for it now. No one could imagine a time when she wasn’t in the Saints. It was a talent I would have preferred she didn’t use on me so much.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“We’re arguing,” I admitted.
“Oh, it’s about King, isn’t it?” she asked.
“Yeah,” I agreed.
“How do you know about that?” Daniel asked suspiciously.
“Daniel…some things are better as surprises,” Alex said pointedly. “You know that better than anyone. What did Jackson say?”
“The place is a fortress,” I said. “We’re going to go and check it out. I think Reaper is hoping some grand epiphany will happen in his brain once he looks at the place.”
Alex made a disbelieving noise in the back of her throat – doubt Reaper would ever have any kind of ‘grand epiphany’ – but she didn’t say her thoughts out loud.
“Do I get to come?” she asked.
“Of course,” I said. “Not only would I not leave you, you wouldn’t stay if I tried to make you.”
“That’s true,” she said with a smile.
She took a step in to the room, feeling more comfortable now that we had gotten past the tension of my argument with Daniel.
“I talked to Dad,” she added.
“Oh, yeah?” I asked.
“They finally found a house they like,” she said. “They’re going to buy it. Apparently, they sold both of their houses in King’s Cross. Dad was more comfortable selling our house than Ellen was with yours…she had trouble with it. But I guess she was determined to move on.”
I would have expected nothing less from Ellen. Selling her childhood home was a big step for her – I wasn’t sure it was one she was entirely ready for. However, it was a step she was willing to take to make a new life with Sam. It made me proud of her – she was finally growing up.
“Where did they buy their new house?” I asked.
“Santa Monica,” Alex said. “It’s three doors down from Naomi. Dad managed to talk the people down.”
“Of course he did,” I said. “He threaten them with death by law?” I asked.
“Probably. He also told me that he and Ellen needed to talk to us about something,” she said.
“That sounds serious,” I said.
“Nah,” she disagreed. “You know how parents are. They think the smallest thing is something that’s going to freak us out. They’re probably just going to get married or something.”
“You’re probably right,” I said. “We should probably work on our surprised faces, though. Make sure we look totally shocked. We wouldn’t want to disappoint their expectations.”
“How’s this?” Alex asked.
She made a face with just the right amount of happy surprise and excited shock. Daniel and I laughed at the look on her face.
“Perfect,” I said.
“What’s perfect? ...Oh.”
Reaper had turned the corner of our door to see Alex taking up the space. Both of them were immediately awkward at the meeting. Alex blushed and turned her face back to us, so she wasn’t looking at him. Reaper suddenly didn’t know where to put his hands. His expression was just as uncomfortable as Alex’s was. It would have been adorable had I not been so frustrated with the two of them.
“You two had one little fight,” I said. “Isn’t it about time to forgive each other? It’ll be much less awkward for you both, at the very least. You know, since we’re on a cramped ship in the middle of the sea…”
“Clare…they can be awkward if they want,” Daniel said. “It’s not our place to fix them.”
“But you do agree that it’s silly for them to be so…”
I gestured at them.
Daniel looked between Alex and Reaper, who were exchanging an awkward glance at our conversation. It was the sort of glance that was the beginning of awareness. A glance that suggested they had not known how transparent they were being.
“Of course it’s silly,” Daniel said with a sly look at the pair, “but it’s not our business if they want to be ridiculous. A person has a right to be ridiculous.”
“You know that I am the last person on this planet to be a busybody, but they are being more than ridiculous about this,” I said. “Alex gets to tell us when we’re doing something wrong.”
“That’s true,” Daniel agreed.
“Besides, it’s our duty as friends to tell them when they are being stupid,” I said.
“You know, you could be on to something,” Daniel said. “Maybe we should point it out to them.”
“I thought I just did,” I said.
“Are you guys done talking about us like we’re not here?” Alex asked.
“I don’t know…are we?” I asked Daniel.
“Yes,” Daniel agreed.
Reaper coughed awkwardly. He wasn’t as calm as Alex was over our teasing, though I sensed she was just as embarrassed as he was. Reaper wasn’t as used to being told something so bluntly – he was used to leading people, not having them tell him when he was being silly. But he respected me for my honesty – he liked that I never tried to suck up to him. Even he needed the voice of honesty occasionally.
“We’re ready to go,” Reaper said. “Everyone is waiting topside.”
“Alright,” Daniel said.
Daniel was tapping on the bed again. I knew it wasn’t for the same reason as before – it was fear for his parents’ fate. I put a hand on his and held it tight, silent assurance that everything was going to be okay. His strong fingers wrapped around mine, telling me he got the message. Our touch sparkled with electricity, binding us together. It was a promise. Whatever happened, we would face it together. He would not face the question of his parents’ fate alone.
We followed Reaper to the heavy door that led outside. Alex followed behind us. She had her hands jammed in to her heavy winter jacket and she had pulled a toboggan out of her pocket. She looked winter-ready, but I had never seen her look so uncertain. She stared at her feet as she walked, and her sadness for the situation she had created with Reaper was a song between us.
The icy cold wind of the outside was bitter after the warmth of the inside. Daniel’s electric touch was the only ward against the chill. Jackson was waiting with the others. King and River were next to Preacher, catching up with Preacher. King looked the same – his head was bald, there was tattoo of a king of spades on his neck, and his neon blue eyes cut through the white of the falling snow. River was different from one day to the next – today her hair was a combination of pink, blue, and purple stripes mixed in to her black hair, and she had a new piercing in her eyebrow. King nodded at me when he saw me and glanced at Daniel curiously. The nod told me he had been successful with the task I had sent him on. The glance was because King could feel Daniel’s suspicious stare; it was as obvious as the day. I squeezed Daniel’s hand to get him to stop staring. Spider was hanging on the rails and fighting throwing up. He was eager to get off the ship and get on with whatever adventure we would find.
Sara was in the middle of the group, her stance calm and patient. She wasn’t wearing her normal, colorful jewelry. She, like the others, was wearing white; winter camouflage. Her smile of greeting, more than the others, was respectful. She knew I was the one to take the whispering voices out of the darkness of the world she traveled from one place and the next. She felt the affect of Nemesis’ departure from the dark prison more than anyone did. For some reason, she respected me for what I had done. Perhaps, I had taken away one of her nightmares…I could understand her relief. A group of five others was preparing to jump to the bank – to keep lookout in Margaret and Preacher’s stead.
“Just keep the ship moving north,” Reaper told River.
“I know. You told me,” River said.
“I’ll call when we’re ready,” he added.
“You told me that, too. You better leave, before I think you’ve gone mother-hen on me,” River teased.
Reaper nodded in agreement, a small smile on his face. He trusted River to do what needed to be done; it was time to let her do it. He held out his hand to Sara. Sara took it and waited for the rest of us to do the same. Daniel and I shared a look of readiness, and then we both stretched out our hands.
We weren’t sure what was waiting for us, but we knew there was no turning back. We were committed to the path ahead. More than just Daniel’s happiness depended on it.
Lives hung in the balance.
 




Chapter 2
 

The cave Sara set us down in was not anything special.
At least, it wasn’t how I had imagined a secret hideout. Water dripped endlessly from somewhere; it was dark and cold. The only source of light was a small halogen lantern set near a wall opposite from me. Next to the light were three chairs. A breeze gusted around the enclosed space, seemingly out of nowhere. It brought it with a foul smell I couldn’t place. To the left, front and back of me were the walls of the cave. To the right was an endless stretch of tunnels that went back out of sight. The tunnels branched off and recessed in to darkness more complete than anything I had ever seen. The tunnels created a feeling of space, despite the low ceiling and thick walls. It was space I was happy to embrace. The walls were just too close. There was nothing separating me from the ceiling caving in and crushing me.
I focused on the furniture, instead of the feeling of enclosure. I was not a fan of small spaces, not since getting locked in a tomb in one of New Orleans’ oldest cemeteries. It had been the first time I had realized how space could affect a person’s psyche. Goosebumps that had nothing to do with the chilly climate crawled along my back. I wanted out.
“Cozy,” I said, trying to keep the others from noticing my discomfort.
“I wanted to bring in a sofa and a couple of chairs, to add feng shui you understand, but ‘cave in the middle of nowhere’ doesn’t have delivery, of all things,” Jackson said.
“Shame,” I said.
“Isn’t it?” Jackson asked.
“This place has more ‘funk’ than ‘shui,’” Alex said, holding her hand to her nose. “What’s that stink?”
“Oh…I don’t know,” Jackson admitted. “I think something died back in the caves. We haven’t found the source of it yet. We‘ve had other things on our mind.”
“It’s foul,” Alex said. “How can you stand it? I thought Watchers were supposed to have advanced…everything?”
Jackson smirked at Alex. “We do have advanced…everything. You stop smelling it after an hour or two.”
“Awesome,” Alex said with a roll of her eyes.
“Are you done?” Daniel asked us.
He was not as interested in furniture or wayward smells in the dark. His eyes were focused on the wall to the left; they were focused in a way I knew was dangerous, not only for himself, but for those who were keeping Han and Beatrice. He was determined and hyper-focused. It was a look I did not test, not without a willingness to be burned by it.
“Are you?” I asked Jackson.
“Sure. There’s violence to be had…so, let’s get on with it,” Jackson said eagerly.
Reaper was also looking at the wall to my left. His silver eyes were impressed with what he saw. He walked over and put a hand against the seemingly firm wall. He didn’t use his gift of turning to smoke, but his hand still went through the rock. The wall didn’t ripple or move with Reaper’s touch. It remained as solid-looking as the others.
“You haven’t lost your touch, Preach,” Reaper complimented Preacher. “This is amazing work.”
“Thank you,” Preacher said with a small smile. His orange eyes cut through the dark as he eyed the wall. “Would you like me to keep the illusion up?”
Reaper nodded. “For now… Can you make sure we’re not seen when we go outside?” Reaper asked. “They might have people watching this area.
“I’ll do my best,” Preacher said.
“I can help with that,” Margaret said. “I’ll turn the storm this way.”
“Good. The more cover the better,” Reaper said.
“Yeah, speaking of that…Let’s go take a look,” Daniel said.
He was impatient. He looked ready to storm the building all by himself. I wasn’t the only one who noticed.
“Are you sure you can stay calm?” Reaper asked. “This is your family we’re talking about after all…I wouldn’t want your emotions to get the better of your judgment…”
One of Daniel’s eyebrows arched dangerously. It was a look that came with a recommendation: don’t question him. He would do whatever it took – even if that meant waiting – to get them free. His impatience would not get the best of him. I knew that for a fact. Daniel had mastered waiting. He might fidget and get annoyed, but he never acted without forethought.
Reaper smiled at Daniel, not taking the threat as seriously as others would have, and stepped through the seemingly solid wall. The others followed him. I hesitated. It wasn’t just because I didn’t want to be shown how impossible it would be to rescue Han and Beatrice. The cold, tingling shock of being watched was traveling through my body in a message of awareness.
The others didn’t seem to notice the feeling – as trained and aware as they were, I knew they would have felt the feeling if it were real. The excitement and fear was obviously getting to me. I was wound up. Still, I couldn’t help but turn and look at the deep recesses of the cave for an answer to the feeling. Even looking straight at the darkness, the feeling didn’t fade.
“Clare?”
I turned at the sound of Alex calling my name. The others had already left; Daniel’s impatience had hurried their exit. Her eyes pierced mine through the dimly lit area. Around the question, there was worry. She knew something wasn’t right. She could tell from the expression on my face. I rolled my shoulders and tried to force the feeling from my mind. It was just my nerves. Nerves wouldn’t help what we were trying to do.
“Yeah?” I asked.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“A feeling,” I said.
“Uh-oh,” she said.
“It’s nothing,” I said.
“When is it ever?” she asked.
I smiled but ignored the question. I hooked my hand through her arm and pulled her toward the wall. I focused on stepping through the seemingly real wall, so that I wasn’t focused on following through on my first impulse; the impulse that would have me doing something dangerous. Going lone wolf in a dark cave was the last thing we needed in the middle of a rescue mission. I had promised Daniel I wouldn’t do that anymore. I had promised him to think before I acted. Too, I feared the utter the darkness more than I would have admitted to anyone.
Walking through the wall was no different from walking through an open door. There was no resistance, nothing to impede us from stepping out of the inside of the cave to the outside. The illusion was nothing more than a trick of the eye.
The outside of the cave was much more dramatic than the inside. Steep mountains, covered in a mantle of snow, reached up around us like a steeple. We were up high – higher than the valley floor – but the mountains still loomed over us. They were never-ending. The mountains had a sense of time, of place. They were majestic…and terrifying. It was obvious they cared little for the humans crawling along its surface. We were nothing more than a blip on its timeline; they would outlast us by generations. It was comforting to know something would, but also strange to feel the sense of time in such a dramatic way. It was as if the mountains were looking down on us and saying, ‘See? Even you won’t last as long as me.’
Above us and shimmering like a mirage in the desert was a wall of rock; Preacher’s attempt to keep us from prying eyes. The illusion was not very tall – it was a half inch from the top of my head – and it did nothing to stop the falling snow from collecting in our hair and on our faces. The snow had changed. It was no longer lace gently falling to the earth, rather wet stones cast to the ground with a vengeance. It obscured the mountainside, though it did not stop us from seeing down to the valley below. A cold wind chilled me to the bone; any skin I had left exposed to the elements immediately started to hurt. Dark clouds moved over our heads, closing us in even more. It was as claustrophobic as the cave, despite the sense of space. It was Margaret’s doing, though I wished for a warmer attempt to keep us from being seen.
Daniel and the others were crouched down near a row of heavy rocks along the edge of the mountain. A short trail separated them from the cave. There was even less space separating them from a fall straight down the mountain. Daniel gestured for us to crouch down as soon as I was outside. Alex and I both knelt down and waddled like ducks until we were close to the rocks. There wasn’t a lot of room along the edge of the cliff, but we found a place next to Daniel. His green eyes were busy surveying the valley below. I tried to see what he saw. My eyes strained against the cold and the bitter wind to see so far.
I saw the tiny specks of people as they roamed the icy landscape. There was nothing to differentiate between one person and the next, no hint of a weakness. At least, not to me. The fortress was easier to see. It was large and as solid as the mountain. There was no escaping it. It was carved out of the rock, like Jackson had said. It was not an elegant carving. Blocky and purposeful, it had been carved with the word, ‘fortress,’ in mind. Towers rose at regular intervals from the blocky structure. Windows were minimal. There were more windows the higher the structure was from the ground, but even those were narrow and looked as if they held some defensive purpose. The rock above the structure had been blown away, so that there wasn’t an easy way to crawl down to the roof. The landscape in front of the fortress was flat and icy – it would be easy to tell if an army, or even a single person, was approaching.
The others saw more than just artistic choices in design. Their eyes moved across the mountainous landscape. They catalogued defenses, strategies of the enemy and knew the secrets of the place before I could even catalogue the rocky surface of the structure.
Reaper moved closer to us and got Daniel’s attention with a gesture. He made some hand gestures I didn’t understand then pointed back at the cave. Daniel nodded and touched Jackson on the arm. Jackson didn’t need the touch to know what Reaper had said. He nodded as well.
Alex and I shared an exasperated look.
“Ever feel left out?” I asked in a low whisper.
She rolled her eyes in agreement.
Jackson tapped me on the shoulder and shook his head, to keep me from saying anything else. He gestured us back in to the cave. I sighed and followed the others. As soon as we were inside again, I was irritable.
“Why did we all go out there for two seconds?” I asked. “Doesn’t looking at defenses take more time?”
“That’s as long as it took to see that storming the place is impossible,” Daniel said.
“I could have told you that when Jackson claimed it was a fortress,” I said.
“I thought you were supposed to be the optimistic one?” Daniel asked.
“Why do you need to storm the place, exactly?” Spider asked.
“To get Han and Beatrice out, of course,” Reaper said.
Spider shook his head at Reaper’s misunderstanding.
“That’s not what I meant,” Spider said. “You’re looking at it all wrong. Storming the place is what it’s designed for. They’ve designed it to withstand armies; to withhold a siege. It’s obvious they expected company one day. You said yourself that Marcus is paranoid. But even paranoia can’t account for all the ways in to a building…no place is ever really ‘impenetrable.’”
“Sneaking in is impossible, too,” Daniel said, his face darkened by the seriousness of his thoughts. “They’ll have sensors and people watching the sensors. We would get caught in a second.”
Spider laughed. “That’s why I like people as a rule. They underestimate my ability to sneak.”
“That’s a great reason to like people,” I said dryly.
“Yup,” Spider agreed.
“You should listen to the boy,” a new voice added. “No place is without weaknesses.”
We all spun to face the direction of the voice – it was coming from deeper in the caves. The direction I had sensed eyes on my back. I had my knife out of my boot before I knew what I was facing. The reaction was immediate – I couldn’t have stopped it if I had tried. The others had similar reactions. Reaper had pulled out his gun and had forced Spider behind him before I had my knife half way out. Daniel had pulled out a gun as well – which surprised me. I hadn’t known he was carrying one. He pointed it at the dark, even as his eyes surveyed the space for the enemy we all knew was lurking. Sara had a curved knife as long as my forearm in her hand. I wasn’t sure where she had hidden it, but I wasn’t going to ask – not with the look on her face. Preacher, Jackson and Margaret were the only ones who hadn’t pulled a weapon out. Their bodies were tense, though, as tense as the others.
“Oh, don’t be ridiculous,” the voice said. “If I had wanted you dead, you’d be dead.”
It was then I recognized the sultry, accented voice. There was a hint of French in the voice, and it was unmistakably feminine. The playfulness of it didn’t hide the person’s penchant for bringing trouble. It was someone I had definitely never wanted to meet again.
“You like to use people too much to kill them, Serenity,” I said back, not lowering my knife an inch, despite recognizing the voice. “We both know that.”
“Hmmm, still charming people with your wit I see,” Serenity said.
Serenity finally stepped in to the light with her words. She was wearing a snowsuit and a cute, white hat that would have looked ridiculous on me. Her ebony skin was perfect, unblemished, and her golden eyes were pale in the light of the lamp. She didn’t make a sound as she walked, her heavy boots not detracting from her grace at all.
“Don’t let my charm overwhelm you. I’m really quite annoyed,” I said.
Daniel stepped in front of me. It was a small step, but enough of one to put his body in front of mine, should there be a fight. He trusted Serenity about as much as I did; only he knew her well enough to know the full extent of her dangerous abilities. His anger radiated between us like a living force. It connected me to the past he shared with her and his defiance of the Watcher Serenity worked for, a powerful seer by the name of Odette.
“I thought you were going to stay clear of my business,” Daniel said, a threat in his voice.
Serenity’s golden eyes flashed with irritation. She kept her irritation out of her voice, however. She maintained her silky purr.
“I don’t remember agreeing to the threat you made. I just listened as you made it, darling,” Serenity said.
“I thought it was pretty clear that I didn’t want to see you again,” Daniel said. “Not after what you did in New Orleans…”
“If I remember correctly, I saved your life,” Serenity said.
“Only after putting it in danger,” Daniel said. “Only after putting Clare’s life in danger, just so you could line up whatever vision your boss had of us.”
“You’re not seriously blaming me for what happened in New Orleans?” Serenity asked. “I just told you to be down there at a certain time. I am not to blame for what happened after you took my advice. I cannot control everything in the universe.”
“But you like to try. I know Odette told you what to expect. She sees everything,” Daniel argued.
“You flatter her,” Serenity said. “You are also wrong. I had no idea what would happen in New Orleans. I just played my part as I was asked to play it. Yes, by Odette, as is my duty and my obligation. The rest – how things turned out – is for people much smarter than me to figure out.”
“Aren’t we little off topic here?” Reaper asked, stepping up to join the conversation.
His body language was not as aggressive as Daniel’s was, but I could tell he didn’t trust Serenity either. It was in the change I noticed in his posture – the slight hint that he thought he was being played just by seeing her in his cave.
“What are you doing here, and how on earth did you know we would be here now?” Reaper asked.
“Reaper, sweet boy, it’s good to see you again,” Serenity said with a quick smile in Reaper’s direction. Her golden eyes had turned sultry. “You look positively handsome.”
Reaper’s mouth twitched with the compliment, but he was not to be distracted.
“You are evading the question,” he pointed out.
“Oh, don’t be silly. I am not evading anything. I just find it rude not to say ‘hello’ to old acquaintances…before starting in on the business at hand,” Serenity said.
“What about me?” Jackson asked. “Do I qualify as an old acquaintance?”
Serenity smiled – it was the first genuine smile I had seen on her face. There was no flirting, no sense of trying to play him – just a person seeing an old friend. Jackson was different from the other men in the room; there was a more personal history there.
“More like a brother-in-arms, I should think,” she said.
Serenity’s eyes moved to Margaret, who was hovering near Jackson’s right arm with the sort of alien grace even most Watchers could not match. Margaret’s violet eyes were calm, despite the unwelcome surprise of seeing Serenity. Through the calm, I sensed a warning, a warning not to be overly familiar with Jackson. Serenity knew better than to test the power of that warning.
“And Margaret, too,” Serenity said. “It’s good to see familiar faces among the new.”
“There was a point somewhere, wasn’t there?” I asked, getting impatient at her continual disregard for straightforwardness.
Serenity sighed. She looked at me, as if I was only one in the room.
“I came to help,” she said.
“Help?” I asked skeptically.
Her version of ‘help’ tended to involve situations I liked to avoid…like murder, mayhem, and buildings exploding.
“With the rescue mission,” Serenity said. “I would like to help you get Han and Beatrice back.”
“How did you hear about that?” I asked.
“I have my ways,” Serenity said.
“Speaking of that…how did you find us again?” Reaper asked. “I don’t think you said.”
“Odette,” Daniel said. “Serenity doesn’t go anywhere unless her owner says ‘go.’ I’m sure Odette has been spending her time keeping up with us…meddling as she often does.”
“Ah,” Reaper said.
“We don’t need the help,” Daniel added to Serenity. “We will figure it out on our own. I told you that I don’t need Odette to mess around in my life or Clare’s life. We will do fine on our own.”
“Not to be a downer,” Spider said, “but were you not just talking about how impossible getting in to the fortress would be? My fiancée has a way in. I say we let her help.”
Serenity’s eyes had widened at Spider’s casual use of the word ‘fiancée,’ but she didn’t argue with his words, not when they were the only words pointing out the need for her help. She took allies where she could get them.
“I have a plan. It will work. Odette has foreseen it,” Serenity said.
“No, thanks,” Daniel said through clenched teeth.
It was all he could do to contain his pent-up anger. Serenity didn’t understand how strongly Daniel felt about Odette. She didn’t understand how he felt Odette had nearly taken something he loved from him – me. The last time he had given in and used her plan, everything had gone sideways. He had gotten hooked on a drug that made killing too easy – had made him feel lost in the anger – and I had gotten kidnapped and tortured. While Serenity had not done the evil things we had both found our bodies subjected to, it was her plan, and Odette’s, that had sent us there. We were still recovering from what had happened. She wasn’t going to do it again. Not as long as Daniel could help it.
Too, what proof was there that Odette hadn’t sent Serenity to us for reasons unknown, knowing Han and Beatrice would not make it? What if Serenity really just wanted a chance to infiltrate Marcus’ fortress? What if Serenity somehow got Han and Beatrice killed because of her ‘help’? It was not a risk Daniel was willing to take.
“Maybe we should at least hear her out,” Reaper suggested tentatively. “Words are words…they have no meaning until we act on them.”
“I’m not interested in dealing with the devil. Han and Beatrice will never forgive me if I give up my soul to set them free,” Daniel said.
“Oh, darling, you have gotten rather dramatic. It’s the girl’s influence, no doubt,” Serenity said, looking at me.
I bowed ironically, even as Daniel’s face hardened in to a resolve I knew was deadly. The resolve in his face made me consider her offer. Violence was imminent – I didn’t want the fight. I trusted her even less than Daniel did, for different reasons. She was a liar; she used her body to get what she wanted. Two qualities I distrusted in a person. I also knew – especially in our circumstance – that we had to take help where we could get it. If she had firsthand knowledge of how to get inside, and how to rescue Daniel’s parents, then we had to hear her out. It didn’t mean we had to trust her, but hearing what she had to say couldn’t hurt, beyond the pain of her taking forever to get to the point. If her plan didn’t seem on the level, we could send her packing – or cave in to the desire to make her pay for her part in bringing Daniel and me the worst months of our lives.
Decided, I reached out a hand and touched Daniel’s clenched fist. His mind was reluctant to let me in, so I could talk him down; his body was tense with the desire to fight. The darkness of his thoughts consumed him to the point of physical violence. It was taking all of his willpower to not attack. Dark swirled against the green of his eyes.
I tugged on his hand, to get his attention, and moved his body around, so that he was forced to look at me, instead of Serenity. His green eyes moved away from Serenity’s golden ones reluctantly. His glare didn’t fade with the switch, though he finally allowed me in to his mind.
We should listen to her, I said.
His eyes narrowed at my suggestion.
No, we shouldn’t, he replied.
Do you want Han and Beatrice back? I asked.
Of course I do, but I don’t want to owe her anything. She’ll make us pay for her help. She always does. It’s always a heavy price, he said.
I understand that but…
You of all people should know not to trust her, he interrupted me.
I don’t trust her. Not at all. But I feel…
I hesitated. It was hard to put in to words the emotion I felt in my chest. It was an irrational urge to do whatever Serenity suggested. The urge was too strong to ignore. Ignoring it was deadly. I knew that without having the words to express it. Her plan would work; we just had to trust it.
I want Han and Beatrice back. Serenity is the only person I know of that can turn invisible. She managed to hide in the cave without any of you noticing, and you are all super-Watchers. She’s our best way in and you know that. Time to put on your big-boy pants, and man up to the situation in front of us.
Clare…Daniel warned me, not liking my tone.
Just hear what she has to say. If you think she’s up to something…kill her. I’ll help, even. At least then I won’t have to deal with her flirting with you.
He was shocked at my suggestion. His face was boyishly surprised. The dark had left his eyes. I laughed at him and touched him on the cheek with a playful gesture. His face softened, and he smiled back. Then, he lowered his gaze to search the ground as he thought over my words.
“We’ll hear you out,” Daniel finally said. “But Clare just gave me permission to kill you, if I think you’re trying to harm us in any way.”
“I did,” I agreed.
Either Serenity took the threat seriously or she had gotten tired of games. She didn’t smolder or say something smart. She simply started talking, her words precise, as if she had rehearsed them.
“Your man here can create illusions.” Serenity pointed at Preacher. It wasn’t a question, more like a reminder. “Can he create illusions with substance? Illusions that can be touched?”
“I can,” Preacher said. “It takes a lot of effort, but if I have no distractions, it is possible.”
Serenity nodded. “Good. This is the plan. Preacher creates an illusion of a group of people. We let them get caught and follow them in to the building. Marcus’ soldiers will be our way in – they’ll think they have caught a threat, when in reality they will be giving us free passage. It’s the only way to gain access in to the building. Sneaking in is impossible. Someone will notice us.”
Spider looked disappointed by her words. It was as if she had broken a sacred promise between them. Her next words returned some of his adoration of her.
“I should say, sneaking in without a distraction is impossible,” Serenity added. “We will have to be precise, but if we position ourselves near the door, using my talent and Margaret’s, we should have no problem getting past undetected.”
“If you can get me close enough to the building, I can use my talent to make sure we get in,” Reaper pointed out. “Even if Preacher’s illusion fails.”
“I can get you close enough…but we will have to be a small group. Four at the most,” Serenity said.
“A four-person rescue mission…Are you insane?” Jackson asked. “You need force…you need firepower to get that sort of thing done.”
“Normally, I would agree with you,” Serenity said. “But not this time. To get to them we need to be silent…at least, on the way in. Getting caught before we reach them will only cause problems.”
“Or we could use both,” Jackson suggested. “Do you remember that valley with the old church? It was close to the same situation. The Nazis had it well fortressed; there was no way in without getting seen. So, we started a firefight to distract the guards, while you and your sister snuck in to get our men out. We could do the same here. We could start a fight and draw their attention away from you.”
“You just want a reason to shoot people,” I said.
Jackson shrugged at my words. He didn’t disagree. He looked around the group for their opinions.
“The plan could work,” Jackson said.
“It would have to be well-timed,” Serenity warned. “We do not want them locking the place down before we’re ready. There would also have to be a lot of chaos. They can’t direct their attention in any one place, or we’ll get noticed.”
“It’s manageable, though,” Reaper said. “We could make it work. If my people keep their distance, we might even manage it without any casualties.”
“That would definitely be a good thing,” I said.
Daniel looked angry her plan was so good and that the others were on board with it. Her plan was obviously the only choice; it was not a choice he was going to accept easily, despite the logic. It was easier to be angry.
“And what price must we pay for your helpfulness?” Daniel asked. “A lung? My firstborn? The world on a silver platter?”
Serenity’s eyes were back to being playful. She did not take offense to his hatefulness; rather, she seemed to enjoy it. It was proof she had gotten under his skin. It was the sort of emotion she thrived on.
“A trip. A simple visit,” Serenity said.
Daniel understood her meaning. “No.”
His voice was strong; there would be no argument. He had decided, and that choice could not be undone.
“It’s not up to you, actually,” Serenity said. “It’s Clare’s choice. It always has been.”
“What is?” I asked.
“She wants you to go see Odette,” Daniel said, before Serenity could spin the truth to her liking.
It was obviously a conversation the two of them had before. One I had not been privy to. Daniel had not wanted to share the idea of a visit to Odette with me. I didn’t blame him. From the sound of it, Odette was not the sort of Watcher I went and saw without it being a big deal.
“Oh,” I said. “Why?”
“She didn’t say why, just that she wanted to talk to you,” Serenity said. “So, a favor for a favor. What do you say?”
The others looked at me, to see how I would answer. Though no one was eager to speak for me or make my choice, they all had opinions. Alex’s cool eyes were telling me I shouldn’t do it. She didn’t trust Serenity – she only trusted the fact that we would be double-crossed. Alex wasn’t the only one who cautioned against agreeing to Serenity’s demands. No one was certain that ‘yes’ was the proper response. No one could see the endgame of Serenity’s offer. Even Jackson, who knew Serenity longer than anyone else, was warning me with his eyes. They were all telling me that Odette was not a Watcher I took advice from without there being consequences I might not like. Her power was immense; her ability to see the future reached far beyond Daniel’s power. They all feared it, and questioned whether or not I would be manipulated in to a future none of us wanted to face.
Despite the feeling that they were right to fear her power, I did not have the same feelings. I knew she was powerful, could see centuries in to the future, but that didn’t mean her future had any meaning for me. I could always change the future – it was easier than changing the past. There were no certainties in the future. And, it was possible she could give me answers to why I was hunted and different. Her answers might mean stopping Marcus. I would not let the others’ fear prevent me from that. Not only that, I couldn’t leave Han and Beatrice to certain torture and death simply because Odette wished to speak with me. They needed help, and I could provide that help. It was simple. All it took was a ‘yes.’
I avoided Daniel’s eyes as I made my decision. His eyes were the most conflicted of the group. Two powerful urges – one, to protect me, the second, to protect his parents – were at war. I didn’t need the confliction any more than I needed the fear. It only clouded the truth.
“I’ll do it,” I told Serenity.
“I trust you’ll keep your word,” Serenity replied.
Though her voice was silk-like, it was a threat; a threat that she would keep me to my word, even if I tried to back out. It was one I didn’t like.
“I said ‘I’ll do it,’” I said in a firm voice.
She nodded once, a silent promise to keep me to my word – no matter the cost. Then, she turned her attention to the others. They were the ones who would plan the attack. Not me. I was just the holder of the promise.
“I believe we have some planning to do,” Serenity said. “Our timing needs to be precise. I would hate to get caught with my pants down, so to speak.
“It’d be the first time,” Daniel muttered.
Reaper took control of the room. Now that the promise was made, it was time to focus on the plan. He was used to such measures of command – he was also used to Serenity holding back. His eyes raked the darkness behind Serenity. Daniel and I were not the only ones who knew Serenity always held a hand she didn’t always show; not until it was absolutely necessary.
“Before we began, I think you should bring your people in on this discussion,” Reaper told Serenity.
“My people?” Serenity asked innocently.
Reaper was not fooled by her innocent tone.
“If we’re going to do some planning, I’d prefer to do it without a crosshair on my forehead,” Reaper said.
“I would never point a weapon at you,” Serenity said in a hurt voice.
Reaper’s expression was sarcastic. Serenity sighed and snapped her manicured fingers once.
Two figures immediately detached themselves from the shadows at the snap. The movement was graceful and perfect, two lions moving in for the kill. The others gripped their weapons again, though less dramatically as when Serenity had first spoken. It was a tensing of muscles and wary distrust for people they couldn’t see.
The first figure had olive skin and dark, sultry eyes. His hair was curly, and his face was a combination of mystery and sexy appeal. He made the other Watchers in the room look as if they were trying too hard to be beautiful. His appeal was animal and unintentional. I recognized him. He worked with Serenity – he had bartended at Serenity’s bar in New Orleans and had been her spy at Marcus’ nest. His name was Mick. The moment I connected eyes with him I felt a subtle blush heat up my body. It was unstoppable. I looked away from his eyes and saw Alex having the same reaction. Her pale cheeks were flooded with color, highlighting the blue in her eyes. Mick didn’t even seem to register our looks – he was focused on Serenity and the scene that was playing out in front of us.
The second figure stayed in the shadows a couple of seconds longer than Mick. I strained my eyes to see the figure, wondering at the hesitation that seemed to surround the movement. Through the darkness, the person felt familiar, yet foreign. It was as if I had met the person, but had never really gotten to know him or her. I wondered at the connection. Had I met the person? In the next moment, my unspoken question was answered. The shadowy figure took the final step forward. The light touched his somber face, and I saw the reason behind the sense of familiarity.
It was Eli.
He had changed. His blond hair was cut in a military style, and his face was more confident – there was no question of his heritage. He knew what being a Watcher meant and how he played in to the bigger picture of things. The quiet demeanor was the same, but the certainty was new. He had answers; answers brought him confidence. He was no longer the street kid. He was a Watcher. His eyes – one blue and one brown – searched our group in a question. They were the only place I saw doubt. His eyes moved from my face to Spider’s, and, finally, on to Alex’s. His cautious glance was uncertain – it questioned the meeting he was facing. It questioned if he wanted the coming drama.
Spider looked as if he had been slapped in the face – hard. Eli had been his brother, his protector from a lifetime of bullies and criminals on the streets. He had been the first to save Spider from a life of crime, to give him safety in the storm, and then he had abandoned him without as much as a word of parting. Eli had cut Spider out of his life as easily as a tailor cut a piece of thread, before moving on to another garment. To see Eli after so many months of bitter resentment and hurt was a blow to Spider’s emotions. For the first time since meeting Spider, I saw a boy crushed by the weight of his pain.
Alex had a different reaction. Instead of pain, she felt anger. It was written across her face like a map of her emotional turmoil. I understood the anger; it was the same anger I felt at seeing the pain in Spider’s eyes. It was the same anger I felt at knowing the hurt she felt under the anger. Her anger though, went beyond anger at seeing a friend hurt. It was personal. It was the anger of being scorned by a person she could have loved. It was loss and betrayal. It was seeing a man who had fled their shared experience of the joining, rather than deal with it. Her anger flared out of control.
There was no slow fight of milky white against brilliant blue. Her eyes shifted to white in a second’s time. Her face contorted with the emotion. A slow shifting of muscles, something that should not have been possible, started underneath her skin. It was as if another being was trying to escape her skin – which it was. She was close to turning in to a Nightstalker.
“Alex…” I said in a low voice; a warning against the truth I saw in her face.
It had worked before to stop her from doing something she regretted, but this time it was not enough. She was too angry, too wrapped up in her hurt. She looked at me when I spoke, awareness dawning behind the white, but she was too far gone in the change. She could not control what was happening any more than she could control her emotions. The anger was too intense – Eli’s presence was too unexpected. The monster was crawling to the surface, and she didn’t have the power to stop it. She did have the power to run away, however, to prevent others from getting hurt because of her.
Before anyone could react, Alex took off running. She disappeared in to the darkness of the tunnels faster than I thought possible. Her running feet changed sounds as she shed her boots in favor of a more beastly set of feet. Sharp nails tore up the rock as she ran as fast as she could...away from Eli, away from the pain. The others, those who weren’t aware of what she could do, listened to the sounds in confusion. Those of us who knew the truth listened with regret. My hope was that she would not find anyone in the caves to hurt – or anyone who would hurt her first.
I started to follow her, to stop her from herself, but Daniel stepped in front of me. He blocked my path with no fear to the way I was purposefully gripping my knife.
“Daniel...I love you, but, move,” I said.
“You don’t know where she’s going…you’ll end up lost and circling the caves for days,” he said. “That helps no one.”
“I’m not just going to let her come back to me. I did that once…it was a mistake,” I said.
“Just…wait a minute. Let’s talk about it,” he suggested.
“You have a minute,” I said.
Eli finally spoke. His voice was filled with hate and a tone of voice I had only heard once before – it was the voice he had used when he had found out about Alex’s condition. His own emotions of doubt and fear created a certainty grounded in his prejudice.
“I don’t see what the problem is,” Eli said. “Just leave her to the caves. She deserves whatever fate she finds in there.”
Spider and I had similar reactions. Jackson grabbed the boy by the shirt, before he could attack Eli and possibly get hurt. Daniel grabbed me, before I could do the same, though I had no doubt Eli would be the one doing the hurt. Daniel had to hold on tighter to me to get me to stop. It was not inhuman anger that made me strong – it was love for Alex. I fought against his touch, eager to give Eli what his comment, and actions, deserved. Eli didn’t smirk or try to rub in his comment. He merely looked at Spider and me as if he couldn’t understand our reactions.
It was not us that Eli needed protection from, however. Reaper, cool and calm, despite the anger in his silver eyes, stepped in front of Eli. Reaper looked Eli in the eyes for a brief second then he punched Eli as hard as he could.
Eli flew back and hit the opposite wall with a resounding ‘thud.’ Dirt and rock fell on top of him as he bounced off the wall and hit the cave floor. Silver blood trickled from Eli’s nose. Eli wiped at it angrily and a second later, it was healed.
Reaper kept his place, not caving in to the desire in his eyes to hit Eli again while he was down. I knew how strong of a desire it was. If Daniel had not been holding me around the waist with both arms, I would have run over to Eli and kicked him a couple of times, just to make sure he got the point.
“You are talking about one of my people,” Reaper said. “You will watch your tongue.”
“Do you even know what she is?” Eli asked. “Do you know what sort monster you keep in your company?”
Reaper looked at me for a second. His glance was questioning. It was also strangely aware. He knew we were keeping Alex’s condition a secret – he just didn’t know what kind of secret we were keeping. The use of the word ‘monster’ startled him. He was not prepared for such strong words – not in relation to Alex. He didn’t let the question in his eyes linger long. He had a point to make. He looked at Eli again.
“Do you think it really matters?” Reaper asked. “She is a Saint; one of mine. That’s all I need to know.”
Eli clamped his mouth shut and pushed off the cave floor. Serenity looked at Eli in a warning; her glance suggested she was disappointed in him. They had obviously talked about starting fights over Alex’s ability to change in to a Nightstalker. She had warned him to keep his mouth shut and not start a fight he could not win. I could see how difficult it was for him. It took a tremendous amount of willpower to hold his tongue, especially with the rest of us looking daggers at him. His anger went beyond anger for being hit. Eli was prejudiced against all Nightstalkers – one had killed his mother. He had never found the killer, so he took his anger out on all Nightstalkers. It was his personal mission to eradicate them from the world. That mission happened to include my best friend.
Eli stepped back in to his place behind Serenity without another word. His glare spoke volumes. Reaper did not return the glare as he took a couple of steps back to join Sara and Preacher. Reaper had made his point. He didn’t waste time pushing it beyond what was necessary. Reaper thoughtfully looked at the darkness of the tunnels.
“Someone should follow her,” Reaper pointed out. “We can’t leave her here. There’s no telling what could happen.”
“I’m going,” I said. “I’m the only who can find her.”
“I thought you were gung-ho about rescuing Han and Beatrice,” Daniel said, trying his best to distract me from the danger of following an enraged Nightstalker in to an unknown cave system.
“I am,” I said. “But, let’s be serious for a minute. You know Serenity will never take me in there. It isn’t just because I’m not as Watcher-y as the rest of you. She won’t risk me dying and abstaining from my end of the bargain.”
“She’s right,” Serenity agreed. “I was thinking Jackson, Daniel, me and the boy.”
Spider finally looked away from Eli. His eyes were surprised at her words. He obviously had not expected to get to go inside the fortress. He had expected to be forced to sit in the cave and watch the fun from a safe distance. It was something he had put up with a lot while with the Saints. He grinned at the thought of being involved so closely in the action, his anger finding an outlet in motion. I didn’t know if it was a healthy outlet, but it would have to do for the time being.
“I don’t…” Daniel started to protest at her selection.
“It’s a sound group,” Reaper said. “Spider can get in to areas they have protected against Watchers and you three make a formidable match against anybody looking for a fight. With Serenity’s stealth, your ability to see the future and Jackson’s brute, you can manage anything.”
Daniel wasn’t happy at Reaper’s suggestion. It was logical, but it left Daniel with a problem: me. With everyone occupied, I would have the freedom to do as I pleased – which normally got me in trouble.
“Which leaves Clare free to wander a cave system looking for Alex, who may or may not turn up?” Daniel asked skeptically.
“I’ll go with her,” Reaper offered. “You do trust me to look after Clare, don’t you?”
“Excuse me?” I asked.
Daniel ignored me. He nodded seriously at Reaper’s question. There was no doubt in his mind. He trusted Reaper with his life why not mine?
“Yes,” Daniel replied.
Reaper turned to Sara.
“Would you mind getting River for me?” Reaper asked. “I need her and King to set up a little chaos here. Tell her what’s happened, bring her up to speed. Make sure she’s here for the planning of the attack.”
“Sure,” Sara agreed.
She slid her knife back in to a sheath she had at the small of her back and disappeared without another word. Reaper turned to Preacher when she was gone.
“Preach, I think it’s best if you start creating your illusion. If I remember correctly, it takes a bit of time to make things respectably solid.”
Preacher nodded in wordless agreement and sat down in the dark, away from the others but close enough to know what was going on. He closed his eyes and a group of people appeared. They looked solid, but I sensed him still working to create hardness to the shapes, to make them flesh and blood, instead of a trick of light.
Serenity started talking about the timing of the attack and how they were going to sneak inside without being seen. As she did, Daniel pulled me toward the darkness of the caves. His hand was electric against my skin. The electricity was molded by his heightened worry. It coursed through my veins, letting me know that he didn’t let me go easily. He didn’t seem to care what the others were saying, though I knew he heard every word. He was multitasking with an easy grace. He focused on me, his green eyes full of emotion.
“I can’t see how this turns out,” he admitted in a low voice. “I can’t see it, Clare.”
It was an admission that told me he did not know if any of us would survive. He was operating on hope, the hope of luck and the hope that their combined skills would be enough. He didn’t know what would happen when I walked in to the dark to find Alex. He didn’t know any more than I knew. The idea scared him. It was a reminder of the last time we had been separated.
“Everything is going to be fine,” I said.
I instantly regretted my words. I hated asinine promises I could not keep. It was just the first thing that had sprung to my lips.
“Don’t say that,” he said in a pained voice.
I put a hand on his face. His skin was soft, and his eyes glittered in the light. I wanted to assure him everything would be okay – that there was nothing to be worried about – and mean it. I wanted to tell him that nothing would go wrong. But I couldn’t.
“How about you promise me you’ll be safe, and I’ll promise you the same,” I said. “We both keep our promises, so we know it means something.”
“True,” Daniel agreed.
“So, a promise, then. A promise to get the other guy before he gets you,” I said.
“Count on that,” he said.
He pulled his gun back out of the small of his back.
“I want you to take this,” Daniel said.
“You need it,” I declined.
“I can get another one from one of Saints,” Daniel said. “I’ll feel better if you have it.”
“What’s going to attack me in the caves? Rock monsters?” I asked.
“With you…there’s no telling,” he said.
He took my hand and forced me to take the gun.
“You do know how it works, right?” he asked.
“I think I can figure it out,” I said.
“I’ll see you when we’ve got Han and Beatrice out,” he said.
“Now that’s a promise I like,” I said.
Daniel smiled and, not caring that the others were watching, I put my arms around his neck and pulled him in close. I kissed him, loving the feel of his lips against mine. Through our lips, I tried to tell him all the things I was afraid to speak aloud. He got the message. He kissed me back just as passionately. His own fear transferred through our touch. Then, he gently pushed me away. He held me at arm’s length for a moment and looked me over. He put a hand on my face and smiled his boyish smile.
“Don’t get lost.”
“Me? Never,” I said.
Reaper had finished handing out orders. Everyone was moving; everyone had a plan. Spider had gone back outside to watch the building and to get away from Eli. Margaret had gone outside with him, to stir up weather for the attack. Reaper was checking his gun as he walked over to us, to make sure everything was in working order. He looked a lot more certain with his gun as he stuck in to a holster at his side. He held out his hand for Daniel to shake when he reached us.
“Be careful, old friend,” Reaper said.
“You, too,” Daniel said, shaking Reaper’s hand.
Reaper’s eyes shifted to mine then back to Daniel. It was enough to know that Daniel had asked a silent question through their touch and Reaper had said something back. I didn’t ask what it was, but I knew it was something along the lines of ‘I’ll watch out for her.’
Reaper picked up the lantern and gestured for me to start walking. I hesitated as I looked at Daniel. I was leaving him to a fight I had no control over. I was trusting in Serenity’s plan more than I wanted to. Walking away at such time felt like a betrayal, as if I was abandoning him. It was difficult to leave him under such uncertain circumstances. But he was controlled, skilled and ultimately prepared for what he was about to face. He knew the risks and had the tools to combat them…unlike Alex, who only had primal emotions and a desire to find an outlet from the pain.
The others talked behind Daniel, a mass of noise that I couldn’t find reason to. They planned and plotted. All except Eli – he was watching us. His strange eyes were enigmatic and full of a burning desire. I thought it was the desire to find Alex as well, for different reasons.
With Reaper holding the light up so we could see, I left Daniel to his unknown fate. Daniel watched us walk without moving away; he was another stone in a cave of stones. His eyes followed my every movement. I did not turn around, but I knew if I had turned, I would have seen his dark features marred by a troubled expression.
His doubt haunted my steps.
 




Chapter 3
 

The caves were a network of confusion.
They all looked the same. There was nothing to separate one from the other. Nothing except for a trail of white clothing ripped to pieces and claw marks in the stone. They were our first clue to finding Alex.
We followed the trail of clothing down a narrow tunnel as closed-in as the cave. I felt my skin crawl from the sense of the mountain closing in on me, but I hid it from Reaper. Getting freaked out in front of him was a sure-fire way of him turning us around before we had found Alex. I was not eager for that. I could deal with my fear better than I could deal with losing Alex.
The first tunnel went on for a mile. We walked without speaking, our minds trained on hearing and sensing whatever was down in the depths of the mountain. We were in-tune to every shift of the mountain, any sense that Alex was near. Reaper was on the alert for sounds of a person; I was alert for sounds of a Nightstalker.
The tunnel finally intersected with a group of five tunnels that went in five different directions. I stopped walking and took a deep breath at the choices in front of us. Choosing a tunnel at random would not get us anywhere. It would just get us lost and nowhere closer to finding my friend.
I frowned at the tunnels, wondering what would happen if I choose the wrong tunnel. Was there another way? Could I limit our choices? I thought over my connection with Alex. We had always shared a bond, even before I had shared my blood with her. I thought I would be able to feel her, instinctively know where to find her. But all I felt was the sense of rock pressing down and the stench of whatever dead thing had died in the caves. I took a deep breath and tried to figure out the best course of action with the options in front of me.
“What are you doing?” Reaper asked as I took my breath.
“I’m thinking.”
“Will thinking find Alex?” he asked.
“Wandering around won’t,” I said.
I gave him the gun Daniel had forced in to my hand and took the lantern from his to illuminate my path. He put the gun in to his belt, at his back, and made a face at me as I held up the lantern. It was a face that showcased his skepticism.
“It’s not likely she went far. She’s bound to get tired and stop soon,” he pointed out. “We’ll catch her.”
“Yeah, in a week or two,” I said.
“A week or two?” he asked in a shocked voice.
He could tell I wasn’t kidding with him. There was no limit to how far Alex could run in her changed state. She could be in Mexico before we were even done searching the caves for her.
“Mmmhhhmmm,” I said.
“Clare, I know you have secrets, we all do, but you have to tell me what’s going on here,” Reaper said.
“No, I don’t,” I said.
“I’m helping you…” he pointed out. “I volunteered to help you search for her, when I could be shooting at Seekers and helping Daniel to get his parents back.”
“That makes you a good person…helping me without knowing what’s going on,” I said. “You should feel proud of yourself for being so dang nice… If I could just feel her, I could find her,” I fretted.
“Feel her?” Reaper asked, not following my change of subject.
“Alex…feel Alex. Maybe I just need to focus,” I said.
“Is focusing better than thinking?” he asked.
“You sound like Daniel,” I said.
“Must be spending too much time with him lately…” Reaper said. “He does have a way about him.”
“Yeah, he does. Shut up a minute,” I said.
“Shutting up,” Reaper said amicably.
I stretched my arm up high, to cast the light of the lantern out further. It didn’t cast the light very far; it was enough to see that our choices were unlimited. All of the tunnels were the same – there was nothing to separate one from the other. There were no claw marks, no clothing. Alex’s trail had gone cold. It was easy to feel intimidated. But intimidation was nothing more than an enemy in my head. It would not do to listen to it.
I shut my eyes. They were just distracting me from the task in front of me. With my eyes shut, a memory came to me. It was a memory of finding a different person under different circumstances. It was the time when I had gone searching for a missing Forest Ranger named Susan. I had found her by searching with my mind and nothing else. I had searched for her, until I felt her heartbeat ringing through the forest above all other sounds. I could do the same thing now. All I had to do was stretch my mind out and let the feeling of Alex guide me.
It was easier in theory.
My eyes still closed, I imagined a tentacle of thought reaching out around me. For one agonizing moment there was nothing, only the resounding sound of my skeptical thoughts then I felt movement. My thoughts moved beyond my head to search out the caves. The first thing I felt was Reaper. His heartbeat was strong, though slow. His mind was closed off, but it was easy to feel the power of his thoughts. He was a strong presence, a light in the dark. His light was strange though, tainted with silver. It was energy unlike any I had felt when searching for Susan. Perhaps, the light was the difference between a Watcher and a human.
I moved beyond him and searched the tunnels for a spark. I felt insects and smaller creatures, but nothing as bright as Alex’s energy. The feeling of my thought got further away from my body. I was about to give up hope when a brush of energy crossed my path. It was a moving wave of energy, fierce and fast in the dark, but there was no mistaking it. There was a light mixed in with the heartbeat. It was the sturdy, dependable light of a person cursed with darkness, when they spent their whole life bringing light to others. I opened my eyes and pointed at the tunnel directly in front of us.
“That way,” I said.
Reaper didn’t question my choice. He started forward, expecting I would follow. He had done his own thinking as he had waited for me to pick a path.
“This thing with Alex obviously has something to do with you,” he said as we walked. “It has to be…you keep acting all guilty.”
“Are you still trying to figure it out?” I asked. “I thought we were off that…had moved on to greener pastures.”
“Do you not trust me with the secret?” he asked. “I already know that Marcus is after you, because of your blood. That’s a pretty massive secret. One I could sell to anybody and get rich off very easily. You trusted me with that.”
“Daniel trusted you with that,” I replied. “If it was my choice, you wouldn’t know about it.”
“Ouch,” Reaper said.
I sighed. “It’s not just because you’re a liar – which I totally get. You have to lie in your position. It keeps your group strong and your people alive. I can’t tell you the truth because it’s not just my secret. Do you understand?”
“You want Alex to tell me?” he asked.
“Yeah,” I agreed.
“How can she do that when she won’t speak to me?” he asked.
I shrugged. “You and her are just going to have to figure that out for yourselves.”
Reaper was thinking hard, lost in the kernels of truth I was throwing his way. His superior mind couldn’t drop the mystery. He figured Alex would never tell him, not with the way they were currently not speaking and with the way she kept everything close to the vest. He decided logic was his best ally in getting me to tell him the truth.
“Whatever is going on with her has to do with the reason she ran off…and the reason she’s so far ahead of us. It’s obviously tied in to her emotional state…she looked pretty upset to me when she ran away…I think I even noticed white in her eyes, like I noticed with you when you tried to kill me that time.”
His logic was not far from the truth.
“So?” I asked.
“So, what makes you think I won’t find out what’s going on when we find her?” he asked.
“Finding out on accident isn’t the same thing as me breaking Alex’s trust by telling you,” I said. “If you happen to find out, well, there’s nothing I can do about that.”
“For someone who doesn’t lie, you’ve given a lot of thought to that one,” Reaper muttered.
I glanced over at him. He looked irritated and more than a little worried. He knew I wouldn’t keep a secret if it were small. The unknown worried him – he couldn’t control it. The unknown scared the hell out of me. What if his reaction was similar to Eli’s? What if his prejudice was just as strong? Could Alex handle that sort of rejection twice?
“You have to promise me something,” I said.
“What?” he asked.
“If you find out what she…what’s going on…you will take a minute to remember who Alex is and what she means to me. If you try to hurt her, there will be blood…it will be yours,” I promised.
“I know you can fight, Clare, but so can I,” Reaper reminded me.
He had taken my warning the wrong way.
“Who said I would be the one doing the bloodletting?” I asked.
“You mean to say…Alex?” he asked.
I made a face of agreement, but didn’t say anything in reply. If I kept talking, I would give away her secret. I kept my focus forward, where the pull of light and the feel of her heartbeat were drawing me deeper in to the mountain at a rapid pace.
“How far do you think this cave system goes on?” I asked.
Reaper frowned thoughtfully at the question. “I’ve been caving before, and I’ve seen well-developed networks like these…I wouldn’t be surprised if these come out somewhere on the surface…they could go on for miles.”
“Great,” I said.
There was a long pause as we both focused on the path ahead and the sound of our feet against the hard rock. We were on edge, but I also sensed a more personal battle raging in Reaper’s head. It was the desire to know more about Alex.
“Have you lost her before?” he asked quietly.
It took me a second to answer. The memory was sharp and painful.
“Once…in New Orleans,” I admitted. “I thought it was for forever. I thought I would never get her back.”
“What happened?” he asked.
“She got mad at me, because I went and tried to rescue somebody,” I admitted.
“She got mad at you for that?” he asked, looking surprised.
He didn’t figure Alex for the type of person to get mad at a rescue mission.
“It was in Marcus’ nest,” I admitted. “I went in without telling her, without even talking about it. She felt like I was trying to be a hero and leaving her out, because I liked helping people more than I respect our friendship. I also think she was a bit stressed out from not bathing. She doesn’t like that very much.”
“How did you two make up?” he asked.
“I got kidnapped and tortured,” I said. “That makes other stuff sort of trivial.”
Reaper nodded. “Yeah, it does.”
He said in a way that made me think he was no stranger to torture and kidnap. It was also a story he didn’t feel like sharing – not when he had bigger issues on his mind.
“Eli…he’s the same one I’ve heard you mention? He’s the guy who was caretaker of the kids in New Orleans, before abandoning them to join Serenity?”
“Yeah,” I agreed.
“Why does he hate Alex so much?” he asked.
“We’re back to secrets it’s not my place to tell,” I said.
Reaper wasn’t done trying to figure out the truth. Perhaps it was because he could feel the energy that had radiated between Eli and Alex – the sense of history that was impossible to deny.
“He called her a ‘monster,’” Reaper said. “That’s a pretty harsh description.”
“You really don’t give up, do you?” I asked.
“It’s my nature to ask questions. I have a responsibility to the people around me. Being ignorant doesn’t protect them,” he said. “Knowing everything about a situation saves lives.”
“Sometimes,” I said.
There was a long pause, in which I felt him fighting against a question. The question won out against whatever qualms he held about asking it. His eyes focused on the dark walls in front of us, he asked the question burning on his mind.
“Eli and Alex…where they – did they…I mean, have a relationship?” he asked.
I sighed. “Define ‘relationship.’”
“Romantically intimate,” he said in a low voice.
“Are you asking as a leader of men, who must know everything about anything, or as a man?” I asked.
He took a moment to answer.
“A man,” he replied.
I smiled at his words. It was proof I had been waiting for – proof that he liked Alex. I had clues and hints, but nothing as solid as an admission. My smile fell when I realized I had to explain Eli to him.
“They do have a connection,” I admitted. “They’ve barely talked. They’ve never kissed, not even held hands the way a couple does, but they have touched. Once.”
“Touched?” Reaper asked, not understanding my meaning.
The truth wasn’t mine. But it wasn’t strictly Alex’s either. Reaper had a right to know. I couldn’t keep it from him, not when he had just admitted to liking her.
“You breathe a word of this knowledge to Alex and I will kill you,” I said.
“You like threatening me, don’t you?” Reaper asked.
I knew him well enough to know that he wouldn’t tell. The warning had only served to show how serious I was.
“Eli and Alex touched just long enough to join,” I said.
Reaper stopped walking. It was as if he had crashed in to a brick wall. Whatever tension he had thought the two held, he had not expected a joining. He had not expected such a strong tie that bound them together. He had expected something that was easier to overcome. Alex joining with another was as much as admitting that Eli was her soulmate. There was no future with her – not in the way he had been hoping.
“Alex is joined with somebody?” he asked.
“Yes,” I admitted. “It was an accident, a twist of fate. Eli hates her for…for the secret I can’t tell you about. And Alex doesn’t want to know someone who could hate her so easily. She feels trapped by the images of him, though. They’re there in her head. She doesn’t want them, but she’s bound by them.”
“But a joining…that means she’s his. There’s no denying that fact,” he said.
My eyebrow arched in to an expression of skepticism.
“Alex isn’t ‘his.’ She’s ‘hers,’” I pointed out. “She’s her own person. What happened between them is intense, yes, but she makes her own life and her own choices. She’s not bound by some ridiculous, superstitious belief that the joining only happens once.”
“You don’t really believe that,” he said. “Look at you and Daniel. Jackson and Margaret. You’re perfect pairs, matched by the joining.”
“And do you know of anyone else that makes a perfect match, without the joining?” I asked. “My mom and Sam, for instance. They didn’t have a joining, yet they’re perfect for each other. There’s no denying that.”
Reaper’s eyes were lost in a mixture of emotions – hope and doubt played prominently.
“It’s a lot to take in,” he said.
“Imagine how Alex feels, knowing how many women you’ve been with,” I said pointedly.
Reaper started walking again. He looked embarrassed at my words. It was as if he thought we were unable to surmise he was ever romantic with anybody.
“Excuse me?” he asked.
“You forget how much Alex sees,” I said. “She knows relationships in a glance. You and River, for instance. You and quite a few of the other Saints. Heck, you and Serenity, I’ll wager. That wasn’t a hard one to catch on to.”
“She knows all that?” he asked.
“I think it is part of the reason she’s so angry. I think she thinks you and River still have a thing,” I said. “I think she thinks you don’t take relationships seriously.”
“River and me are friends,” Reaper said. “That part of our relationship never lasted long. We were both just lonely…”
“Time stays with us,” I said. “Things don’t just ‘go away,’ because we want them to. Not easily, and not without a fight.”
Reaper realized what I was saying as suddenly as walking in to daylight.
“She likes me, then? She does, doesn’t she?” he asked in a voice that was so very un-Watcher-ish that I had to laugh.
“Jesus, Reaper, of course she does,” I said. “I don’t have to have a gift of reading people to see that. She’s just caught in an emotional rollercoaster right now…one that isn’t helped by you flirting your way through the ranks.”
“Huh…” he said noncommittally.
It felt like acceptance of something that he had not dared to believe.
I shook my head at the dumbfounded expression on his face and focused on the dark again. The stale air suddenly shifted with a cold draft from somewhere along the tunnel. With it came another wave of the unbearably foul stench we had been following since we had descended in to the dark.
“Is it just my imagination, or are we getting closer to the stink?” I asked.
It was then I heard a deep roar in the dark. It filled the space and echoed around my ears with alarming intensity. We both stopped walking at the sound. Reaper held up the gun in his hand. His knees were bent, ready for action, and his eyes scoured the dark.
“It’s not your imagination. There are Nightstalkers in here,” he whispered.
“Yeah,” I agreed.
There was another roar.
“Two…and they’re fighting,” Reaper said.
“You can tell that from a roar?” I asked.
“I’ve dealt with Nightstalkers for over a hundred years,” Reaper pointed out. “You learn a thing or two when you pay attention.”
“You’re sure they’re fighting?” I asked.
The sound of crushing bone and tearing flesh filled the space.
“I’m sure now,” he said.
“We should hurry,” I said. “Alex…Alex could be in that fight.”
“She wouldn’t last very long,” Reaper pointed out, though I sensed his worry.
“You’d be surprised,” I replied.
“Stay behind me,” Reaper warned.
I nodded, and we followed the tunnel down as quickly as we dared. The incline became steeper and the rocks larger as we all but ran toward the noise. Reaper stayed in front of me the whole way, guiding me with his dark form. There were times when he ran outside of the light, but it didn’t appear as if he needed it. His feet didn’t falter, and he didn’t slow. I struggled much more with the terrain. I did not maintain the same grace as we hurried though the dark.
The tunnel finally opened up to a larger area. The change was sudden and unexpected. The larger area was an underground cathedral of momentous proportions. Sharp rocks hung from the tall ceiling, which was dark and obscured from view, and more tunnels came out at various points in the huge cavern. It looked like a very large ant farm, minus the ants. The bottom of the cavern was a half mile below us. More tunnels branched off at that level. A small, incredibly narrow, trail circled around the cavern from where we were to the floor.
Reaper put a hand out as I reached the entrance to the cavern. He forced me to squat down and signaled for me to cut the light. I fumbled with the light. I finally found the switch. The darkness was not as complete as I would have thought. Rocks glowed with a subtle green hue. It gave enough light to see what had gotten Reaper’s attention.
Two Nightstalkers were at the base of the cavern. Between them was a small figure. The figure was dead, killed by one of the Nightstalkers. Blood circled the body. It drained out on to the hard floor relentlessly; it was a fresh kill. My heart caught in my throat at the sight.
Reaper looked just as scared. I knew he thought the person on the ground was Alex. He was certain the Nightstalkers had taken her. I was more worried she had been responsible for the person’s death.
The Nightstalkers were tearing in to each other – fighting over the person one of them had killed. They were being territorial and unwilling to share the kill.
As we watched, another smaller figure, one of a person, appeared out of a tunnel. This person was large, with muscles to spare. Despite the cold, he was wearing a tank top. He had on military pants and combat boots to match. He had short hair and his features were difficult to see in the dim light. He had a large stick in one hand.
“Enough,” the man said.
He held up the stick to the Nightstalker closest to him and touched it to the flesh. A spark of electricity penetrated the Nightstalker’s flesh. It yelped in pain and the two Nightstalkers broke apart.
“There’s more sport to be had,” the man said. “Go.”
The Nightstalkers growled lightly at the man but did not try to attack him. They ran off in opposite directions. The man looked at the person on the ground, smiled in satisfaction, and turned and went back the way he had come.
Reaper pulled me away from the cavern entrance and back down the tunnel, so that we wouldn’t be heard above the sounds of the Nightstalkers.
“They have scouts in here,” he said. “They must be hunting prisoners. It’s a way Marcus keeps his Nightstalkers in check…they take prisoners they no longer have need and make sport of them. It is easy prey for the Nightstalkers, and it keeps too many of his soldiers from turning before their time.”
“It’s disgusting,” I said.
“Yes,” he agreed.
“How do you know about it?” I asked.
“It’s my business to know about it,” he said. He hesitated. “Did you get a look at the girl?” he asked.
It was obvious he was afraid of even bringing up the possibility that the girl was Alex.
“It’s not her,” I said.
“She has blonde hair,” Reaper pointed out.
“It’s not her,” I said again. “I can still feel Alex. She’s alive.”
The pulse of light and energy in my chest had not faded. In fact, it had grown stronger. It was the pulse of Alex being near. The pull was from the bottom of the cavern. She was alive and she was still a Nightstalker. I could tell that much.
“This complicates things,” Reaper said. “They have patrols. It’d be my guess that these tunnels connect to the fortress somehow. They probably keep prisoners somewhere in here…away from the Watchers inside. It’s less noisy when they get around to killing.”
“Prisoners…” I said in a low, thoughtful voice.
“We don’t have time for another rescue mission,” Reaper warned me. “And if we do try to free them, it might mean that Han and Beatrice don’t get rescued.”
His words were rough logic. A price had to be paid for what we were trying to accomplish. I couldn’t risk Han and Beatrice’s rescue on a foolish idea that I could save everyone. I had learned my lesson on that regard.
“You’re right…of course, you’re right,” I said.
“Where do you feel Alex?” he asked.
“Down there,” I said. “In a tunnel to our left. She’s getting further away, though.”
“We need to be quiet and fast,” he said. “We’ll try to hide from the patrols, but if we can’t evade them…we have to take them out as quickly as possible.”
“I understand,” I said.
“Sparing lives is for times when we’re not at war,” he added. “It’s deadly to be kind.”
“I understand,” I repeated.
I didn’t like the idea, but I knew we would have to do whatever it took to survive. The Seekers would not be so generous as to keep us alive, if it came down to it.
“We should leave the light here,” Reaper added. “It’s too risky to keep it on us.”
“I can’t see very well in the dark,” I pointed out.
“Do you have a lighter?” he asked.
“No,” I replied.
He took out his – a silver one with wings on either side – and handed it to me. It was a lighter than only those inducted in to the ranks of the Saints carried.
“Use it only if you need it,” he said.
I nodded and stuck the lighter in to my pocket.
“You lead the way,” he added.
“Thanks,” I said dryly.
I pulled my knife out of my boot and, my body held low, I walked back out in to the massive cavern. The stench of death was overwhelming as I made my way down the narrow trail. My eyes kept moving to the girl left to rot on the cave floor. My ears were alert for the sound of patrols or Nightstalkers. My heart pounded in my chest with preternatural alertness. I was in unusual circumstances, but I had never felt more at home. I knew what to do. The violent impulses were easy. My body knew how to respond without my brain having to tell it what to do. I realized the violent impulses were getting easier. I wasn’t sure if it was the torture I had endured or my looming birthday. I just knew killing wasn’t as hard as it used to be. It didn’t help that the missions I went on for Reaper – usually with Daniel at my side – always included violence of some sort. It was becoming second nature. It was a nature I feared beyond words.
We reached the bottom of the cavern without incident. No Watchers or Nightstalkers came out of the depths of the many tunnels to attack us. I took that as a hopeful sign that there was less in the tunnels than my imagination had conceived.
The tunnel I felt drawn toward was empty as well. I ducked in to it, Reaper hot on my heels, and cautiously made my way down it. It was a taller tunnel, the tops of it reaching up in to a different kind of darkness. I felt life at the top – bats. Our feet were soon covered in their droppings. It made walking complicated and stealth difficult. The tunnel moved downward and our pace became a gentle slide as the droppings made ‘walking’ in the normal sense impossible. It was more ‘slipping’ than anything.
The feeling of Alex tugged me onward.
Other sounds permeated the dark as slid down the tunnel. Rock sliding against rock, voices that echoed back a thousand times from caves either very far away or very close – it was hard to tell. The sound of breathing and the dull hum of electricity was a never-ending call that people were somewhere nearby.
The sounds of humanity slowly got closer. After an hour of walking, we found their source. Reaper pulled me in to a recess in the tunnel when he saw what was ahead of us. He face was doubtful as he took in the scenery.
It was another cavern, larger than the first. It was wide and irregular, carved out of stone by millennia of flowing water. I sensed the water far below, between a gorge in the cavern. I could barely hear the water moving and knew it was a mile down, at least. Crude stone bridges spanned across the gorge at regular intervals. Yellow lights lit the impossibly large space. Cords ran to buildings, which then led to generators. The generators all had cords that collected at a central tunnel that went out of sight. Collections of buildings were spaced throughout the massive cavern, some high, some low. The buildings were forged out of the very rock they sat on. There was no hint of tool used on the rock. It looked as if the buildings had merely shaped themselves of their own freewill. Reaper’s face told another story.
He held out his hand to explain, seeing the questioning look in my eyes. I took his hand, feeling odd about sharing my thoughts with anyone beyond Daniel. Reaper’s mind was as foreign as Daniel’s, but the strong pressure of thought was not there. His mind lacked the overwhelming power Daniel’s held, though his mind was still powerful enough.
They have a person who can shape rock. This person can change rock and bend it to their will. It’s how they carved the fortress…it’s how they carved the buildings here.
What does that mean? I asked.
It means that if we run in to him or her, they could seal us up in the stone forever.
I suppose we should avoid that, then, I said. I pointed to the buildings formed out of the rock. What are those buildings? Do you know?
Prisons as well outposts, to keep an eye on things. I think this is one of the outlying areas. The first of several, I’m sure. Marcus is a fan of redundancy.
Can we get by, without being seen? I asked.
Reaper’s eyes narrowed and he looked at the collection of buildings again. People were moving along the buildings – Seekers keeping an eye on things. Nightstalkers moved where there weren’t people. The Seekers and Nightstalkers kept to themselves, herded in to separate areas. The Nightstalkers had collars on and a deadly burning passion for death in their eyes. The Seekers outnumbered the Nightstalkers, but I wasn’t eager to face down either group. The Seekers had on black robes with a red insignia in the middle of their chest. It was the same insignia – a snake eating its own tail – I had seen in Marcus’ nest in New Orleans.
How closely do you think they’ll look at our faces if we’re wearing a robe? Reaper asked.
I watched as Seekers came and went. No one paid them any attention. No one stood guard, to make sure they were who they said they were. They trusted their scouts and their reputation to keep enemies at bay. They weren’t counting on two crazy people who were in search of a friend.
I think it’s time to go Seeker hunting, I said.
Reaper smirked back and dropped his hand. He pointed to the building closest to us. It was small. Through the glassless window, I saw three guards, playing cards and drinking. One guard was on the outside, keeping an eye on things. The guard was helpfully keeping an eye on the opposite side of the cavern from us. His back was to us, the perfect opening.
Reaper looked at me once – a question on his face. He wanted to know if I was ready to take them down. I nodded and gripped my knife with more determination. There was no choice, if we were to find Alex before she got hurt.
Reaper slid around the corner of the tunnel on silent feet; ghosts made more noise than him. I followed him closely, doing my best to be just as noiseless. We kept our bodies low, so that the guards couldn’t see us through the window. We finally reached the guard. Reaper didn’t waste time with artificial moves designed to impress. He grabbed the guard from behind and broke his neck with a signal maneuver. His task done, he gently lowered the man to the ground. Then, he put his hand on the door. My body raced with adrenaline, and I felt as if there was nothing keeping me from the void of violence we were about to enter.
He opened the door and I went in first. The men around the table scrambled to their feet when they saw us, but we didn’t give them time to respond. I grabbed the man closest to me and stabbed him in the throat. He toppled over, blood running out of his wound. I pulled my knife out and looked for another enemy, my heart beating faster with the action. But there was no one left to face. Reaper had killed both men in the time it had taken me to kill one. I hadn’t noticed. I had been so focused on the one guy.
My breathing heavy and irregular, I wiped my knife off on the pant leg of the man I had killed. It was weird to kill a man after sneaking up on him. Usually, I found myself in situations where fighting was the only option. It felt mercenary to do it Reaper’s way. It was worse in that it was so necessary. Reaper understood the emotions pounding through my chest.
“Are you okay?” Reaper asked in a quiet voice.
“Peachy,” I said dryly.
“You look like you’re about to be sick.”
I swallowed the bile in my throat and fixed my expression.
“I’m fine,” I said.
Take this,” he said.
He held out one of the robes to me. I put the robe on mechanically and watched as Reaper drug the first guard he had killed in to the room. Our disguises on, we stepped out and closed the door behind us, sealing away the bodies of the dead.
“Try to look casual,” Reaper warned.
“Yeah, right,” I said.
“Which way?” he asked.
I had to focus doubly hard to find the pulse that was Alex. It was masked by the people walking around the cavern and by the distance that had formed between us while Reaper and I had claimed our robes. I felt her to our left, running down another tunnel directly across from us. A bridge and two more small outposts were in our way – not to mention the crude prisons that dotted the area.
“That way,” I said, pointing out the path to Reaper.
I tucked my knife in to the pocket of the loose-fitting robe and did my best to look as if I belonged. I kept my face impassive and tried to stop my heart from beating so fast. Sweat poured down my back; the weight of my winter clothes added to the adrenaline-induced sweat I was already experiencing. As we passed our first Seeker in the cave, I felt there was nothing keeping her from knowing we didn’t belong. The Seeker barely glanced at us, however. Disinterest was in her black eyes. She didn’t care for anything beyond where she was going.
I let out a low sigh when she passed us. My confidence increased with the meeting. I walked an even pace through the prisons, past the guards. I did my best to ignore the prisoners in their cells, but it was difficult. Many of them were human, which meant their thoughts of terror reached out and brushed me with alarming strength. It was all I could do to keep walking and not free every last one. I sensed Reaper battling the same impulse. Neither of us was geared toward letting innocent people suffer.
Finally, we were past the guards. We moved in to a different tunnel. It was smaller, quiet. The feeling of Alex was close, closer than it had been on the other side. She had slowed down. She was no longer running.
I walked faster, wanting to catch up with her before she escaped again. I knew if I could just get to her everything would be okay. I could talk her down and make her see reason. Sound reached out to us as I hurried toward the feeling of her presence. It was snarling, yelling, and the sound of people crying out in pain. There was also the sound of bone against bone. Ripping. Tearing. Slashing.
There was another fight. I had no doubt that this one involved Alex.
Reaper close on my heels, we reached the end of the tunnel. It opened up in to a much smaller cavern that looked more like a crossroads than a proper outpost. There was another network of tunnels branching off in all directions. In the center of the cavern there were fifteen Nightstalkers; they were all fighting. Three men circled the Nightstalkers, looking for a way to break up the fight. All of the Nightstalkers, except for one, wore collars. The one without a collar had milky white eyes I recognized. Alex had finally found trouble.
The Nightstalkers were fighting her, ganging up on the newcomer with a vengeance that was terrifying. Alex wasn’t going down easily. She tore in to the others, meeting tooth and claw with tooth and claw. She held her ground. She kept the others at bay with her fierce anger, though wounds appeared in her flesh. Their superior numbers were wearing her down.
The three men used their electric sticks to fight their way through the Nightstalkers. They were indiscriminate about who they shocked, they just cared about keeping order. One of them reached Alex. He put the stick to her side and shocked her as he had the others. She roared in anger at the unfamiliar feeling of the electricity against her skin– the shock didn’t cowl her as it had the others. It just made her angrier. She tore in to the man without pause. She killed him easily, without mercy.
When he was in pieces, Alex roared again. The other Nightstalkers backed away from her, finally giving her space. The two men that were left backed away as well. As they backed away, they pulled out guns. They were through with cowling her in to submitting. They were going to kill her. They would not think twice. They did not waste time with creatures who did not behave.
My heart caught in my throat as they raised their guns in tandem and pointed at Alex. I felt frozen. There was not enough time. I could not reach them or Alex before they fired. I was about to lose my best friend and there was nothing I could do about it.
 




Chapter 4
 

I had forgotten that Reaper was carrying a gun…two of them.
He didn’t know that the Nightstalker was really Alex. He didn’t need to know. He saw my face and knew that the guys with guns were about to do something we would all regret.
He shot them both before they could adapt to our appearance. His aim was perfect. The men fell to the ground and the other Nightstalkers, taking advantage of the situation, tore in to their former masters. As the men were ripped to pieces by the others, Alex turned to face the new threat: us. Reaper pointed his gun at her, thinking her as much of a threat as the men. I stepped in front of him and held my hands up to her.
“Calm down,” I said to Alex.
“Clare…” Reaper tried to warn me.
“Be quiet,” I said over my shoulder. I directed my voice at Alex again. “Calm down. Everything’s fine. You’re going to hurt someone. You know you won’t like that.”
“Clare…” Reaper said again.
“I’m talking here,” I said, thinking he was still upset over the fact that I was trying to reason with a Nightstalker.
“I can see that, but I thought you would want to know that we’re surrounded,” Reaper said.
“What?” I asked.
I turned around and saw that the tunnel behind us was no longer empty. Two Nightstalkers filled the space. The other tunnels were equally occupied. Our shooting, and the fighting, had drawn the attention of others. There were only Nightstalkers – no Seekers had noticed us yet, but I knew it was only a matter of time. The tunnels in front of us were also filling up with Nightstalkers. Their red eyes illuminated the dark.
“Oh,” I said.
Alex started growling. Her white eyes shifted from the people behind us to the fifteen Nightstalkers near her, and on to the Nightstalkers closing in through the other tunnels. I hoped she wasn’t planning on fighting them all. I would have to stay and help her – there was no way I would leave her to fight alone. And I wasn’t sure that was a fight we could win, not with just the three of us.
She answered my unasked question. Her growl a constant thing of warning, she came over to us. Her white eyes were full of vicious fury, but there was clarity in them. She knew who we were. My words had given her reason, though she did not change back. She bumped my hand with her snout.
Run, she commanded through our touch.
Not without you, I replied.
Together.
She lowered her body down enough for me to get on her back and waited for me to jump up. I did so without thinking, trusting her to take us away from the danger. I gestured for Reaper to join us. He hesitated, looking at Alex and my position on her back with shocked awe.
“What’s going on?” he asked.
“We’re about to die if you don’t get your ass up here,” I said.
He didn’t need long to think that through. He jumped behind me with a graceful leap. The second he was on Alex’s back, she scrambled to her feet and took off down another tunnel. She blasted through the lone Nightstalker blocking the way with a roll of her shoulders and ran full speed away from the danger. The Nightstalkers followed after us, doing their best to catch up to Alex’s wild pace.
The chase did not go unnoticed.
The Seekers realized we didn’t belong in the caves the moment they saw us riding Alex. No sane Watcher would ever ride a Nightstalker. It wasn’t done. It was madness. They started firing whatever weapon they had on them and shockwaves of their respective talents flew over our heads. Reaper and I stayed low against Alex’s back as she dodged the majority of the violence. One or two bullets grazed her and black blood oozed from her side, but she didn’t slow – she didn’t even act as if she felt the wounds. She was too determined on escape to focus on the pain.
We ran in the opposite way from the direction we had come in, going deeper in to the tunnels. I knew it was dangerous to move deeper in to enemy territory, but it was the only way. It was the only way that wasn’t full of people chasing us.
In another large cavern, Reaper noticed something. He lifted his head and pointed to a large building to our right. The cords from the other buildings were all running to this building. A dull hum of electrical power surrounded the structure.
“We can disorient them if we cut their power. Not only that, but it will cut the power to those shock collars the Nightstalkers are wearing. It will free them. The chaos will help us escape,” Reaper said in my ear.
“How do we get to it without getting killed?” I asked.
“Tell your friend to drop me off,” Reaper said. “I’ll take care of it. Lead them away and then circle back around. Don’t forget about me.”
“Okay.”
I touched Alex on the neck and told her the plan. She changed course, headed for the building. She didn’t slow, but she didn’t have to. Reaper rolled off her back and landed smoothly next to the building out of sight of the Nightstalkers chasing us. No one but Alex and I noticed his departure.
Alex took us in a long arc around the cavern. As she did, more Seekers joined the chase. She was forced to dodge more talents and more bullets. She occasionally ran right over any Seekers who were dumb enough to get in her way. Once or twice, I was forced to protect her from an attack from behind. She finally circled back to the building. Reaper was waiting on top of the large structure. He jumped on to her back as we passed.
“We need to get out of here!” he said. “Head for a system without people!”
Alex grunted in understanding and headed for a smaller tunnel, one that looked disused. As we reached the tunnel the sound of electricity changed. There was a moment of buildup in the energy then the building exploded. All of the lights in the tunnel system went out and the Nightstalkers chasing us stopped when they realized their collars were no longer forcing them to behave.
“What did you do?” I asked.
“Overloaded the system,” Reaper replied.
“Was this what you had in mind when you said to ‘not cause trouble’?” I asked.
“Things change,” he said.
Alex came to an abrupt stop in the tunnel. Her pace had carried us far, but it was in the wrong direction. The tunnel dead-ended. There was a solid wall separating us from freedom. The only way forward was back the way we had come. She started to turn around when the whole world around us shattered in to non-stop motion and danger.
I flew off Alex’s back as a shockwave of red energy pummeled me. As I flew in to the opposite wall, sound overwhelmed me. It was the sound of panicked yelling – it might have been me, it was hard to tell around the fear in my chest – fire roaring through the air, sucking up what oxygen it could, and rock tumbling to the earth. Despite the confusion, I moved my hands to my ears to block the sound. It was too much. I couldn’t take it. The sound was going to kill me before the fire did. Around me, the earth rattled with whatever had happened on its surface.
The shaking went on for a long time.
When the ground stopped moving, I looked up from my place on the floor. I was covered in debris. Sharp rocks had cut my face and arms, but I was alive. I couldn’t be sure if the same held true for Alex and Reaper. They weren’t next to me, and a wall of rock blocked me in. I wasn’t sure if they were on the other side, or if they were under it. It was impossible to tell.
I put my hands on the wall and tried not to panic. It was difficult. I had a 5x5 area. It wasn’t enough to make me feel comfortable; not when I thought the rest of the ceiling was going to come down at any moment. My claustrophobia doubled. Flashes of my time in the tomb and my time in prison appeared in front of my eyes. My pain of those memories came back with the feeling of claustrophobia. My breathing increased to the point that I was not sure I could take another breath. I wanted out of my skin…I just wanted out.
“Alex? Reaper? Are you guys okay?” I called in a squeaky voice, hoping that having them near would calm my panic.
There was no reply. The silence did not help the fear in my chest.
“Oh crap, oh crap, oh crap, oh crap, crap, crap….don’t freak out, don’t freak out,” I told myself.
I started to move the rock separating me from the outside, to find a way through, but more rock tumbled from the ceiling with my efforts. I was forced back as a dust-cloud rose in the air. When the dust cleared, I saw that more rocks had fallen. My space was even smaller now. I couldn’t turn, I couldn’t move. The dark closed me in; it was overwhelming. There was nothing but dark. My breathing got worse. There was nothing to keep the whole mountain from crushing me. This would be my tomb – no one would ever find me. Even Reaper and Alex wouldn’t be able to dig me out of this. If only I had a light…
Light!
Remembering Reaper’s lighter, I fumbled in my pocket for it and finally pulled it out. The light flicked to life, despite my uncertain hands. I held it in front of my face. It was a focus, beyond the panic. There was a way out – I just had to find it.
“Reaper!” I yelled again. “Are you dead? If you are, just tell me, so I know.”
I listened carefully for a reply. It was then I heard the faint sound of fighting. People yelling and bones crushing…A roar shook the heavens, sending more dirt my way. The lighter went out as the dirt hit me. I hurried to flick it back to life and listened with more intensity to the sounds. There was no denying a Nightstalker was fighting with Watchers. The sound was difficult to miss.
The fighting grew louder. It was more intense. I couldn’t tell if it was Alex, or someone else, doing the fighting. It sounded like a lot of noise for just one Nightstalker; it sounded like an army of them. The sound of the fight was a reminder that there were larger things than my panic. Alex and Reaper could be in the middle of that fight. They could need my help.
I took a deep breath.
I knew what I had to do, but doing it scared the hell out of me. I had gone through the same in-between place that Sara and Shawn used when going from one place to the next. I had traveled there on my own. It scared me as much as the closed-in space I was standing in, for some of the same reasons. The dark of the in-between was even more complete than the one I was lost in now. There I could not use a lighter to light my way. I had to trust my body to pull me out of it. But at least that in-between space gave me the option of life. The closed-in, total darkness of the moving space would pass. When it did, I would be free of the rock. If I didn’t do something, I would die…Alex and Reaper would die.
I shut my eyes and imagined moving through the rock, to the opposite side. I tried hard to recreate the feeling of being pulled in to one world from the next. The problem was that the last time I had found myself in the in-between Lorian had dragged me there. I hadn’t managed to start the transition – I had only ended it. I struggled to find the strength; I struggled with my fear. Finally, I opened one eye, to see if it had worked. I was in the same place.
Another roar shook the tunnel, and more dirt fell in my hair. The fight would not last much longer. It was coming to an end. But what end?
“To hell with this,” I said.
I sucked in a breath and threw out the fear that was plaguing my brain. There was nothing in the moving dark to stop me. Nemesis was gone. It was just a place. It was no worse than the place I was currently stuck. I was not going to allow myself another slow torture. I would not bow down to the fear.
My aggravation worked.
I felt the pull of the in-between place without realizing I had made a choice to move. The walk through the darkness was quick. When the darkness cleared, I was on the other side of the cave-in. The sounds were louder now, coming from further down in the tunnel, but close enough for me to run to them. I looked around for my friends, but they weren’t trying to dig me out, and they weren’t lying on the ground crushed by the weight of rock. They were gone.
Alex and Reaper would never abandon me. Not on purpose. They were involved in the fight; they had to be. I put the lighter back in to my pocket and pulled my knife out of my pocket. I was more prepared to use it than ever. I ran down the tunnel, as fast as I could go. I ran until I reached the large cavern that held the prisons and outposts. What I saw was unexpected, despite the noises that had alerted me to the danger.
Many of the buildings were on fire. Seekers were running around without direction, trying to find a purpose around the chaos. No one seemed to be in charge. The prisoners had been set free, adding to the chaos of the fire and fighting. A large group of Nightstalkers was gathered at one end of the cavern. They were rallied behind a large Nightstalker with white eyes. Alex. She was leading the group. Alex’s eyes shone with a fierceness I had yet to see in her Nightstalker eyes, despite seeing her kill in that form. It was not a look to be trifled with.
Opposite the Nightstalkers was a large group of Seekers – the remnants of the guards near our entrance. One of the guards stood out from the others. He was standing close to an odd rock formation, his body language showcasing confidence and strength. I looked closer and saw the reason behind Alex’s fierce expression and the odd rock formation. Reaper was suspended in the air by a heavy rope of rock. The rock bound Reaper by the hands and feet in a large circle, making it impossible for him to move. Not that he was trying too hard. He looked unconscious. A trickle of blood ran down his face and his eyes were closed. It was the first time I had ever seen him look helpless.
Alex roared again, a warning for the others to set Reaper free. A different Seeker raised a crossbow and took aim. It was all Alex needed. She jumped across the space and started tearing in to the Seekers closest to Reaper. Some tried to control her with their electric sticks, but she was oblivious to the pain. All she knew was the rip and tear of Seekers flesh as she worked to set Reaper free. The other Nightstalkers jumped in to the fray. They were just as fierce, just as determined to kill the Seekers in front of them. Whatever Alex had done to make them follow her, they were loyal. They were willing to fight to the death.
I ran to the fight.
My focus was the Seeker closest to Reaper. He was the one holding Reaper up by the rock; he was the biggest threat. I watched as he enclosed one Nightstalker in a wall of solid rock. It was quick, faster than I had believed rock would move. The sight of the Nightstalker being enclosed was proof that getting close to the man was impossible. I would be swallowed by rock before I could get within five feet of him. I had to find another way.
As the man raised his hand again, to enclose another Nightstalker in rock, I threw my knife at him. It was a desperate throw; one I did not think would work. He was a Seeker – trained in combat. He would sense the knife before it hit him…except, he didn’t. My knife hit him directly in the heart. He looked down at the knife, then back at me, as if he had never thought something so little could kill him. Then, he toppled to his side. I ran to him and pulled the knife from his chest, before going to Reaper. I felt the others protecting me as I went to him; I knew no one would bother me while I rescued Reaper.
I touched Reaper on the face. He was still out cold. Despite the rock-man being dead, the rock was still formed around Reaper’s hands and feet; the man’s talent outlasted his life. My only chance to free Reaper was to wake him up. He could use his talent of dissolving in to mist to free his body from the rock. The problem was getting him conscious in a way that meant he could focus his abilities. Hitting him wouldn’t work – it would just break my hand.
Instead, I used my touch on his face. If I could winnow in to his thoughts, maybe I could get him conscious. As I focused, the others waged war around me. Alex led them in their violence without pause. Trusting my life to their violence, I tried to burrow my way in to Reaper’s mind. Everything was dark. There was a dim spark of thought, but it was hidden in his subconscious. I went to the spark, hoping it was something I could use.
Reaper! I gave a mental shout.
There was no response from his thoughts. Frustrated, my patience worn thin after a long chase and more than my share of worry, I acted out. Instead of the gentle tug of my awareness that I had been sending out, I put the whole weight of my mind on to his. My cry turned in to a shout.
REAPER!
Reaper woke with a startled gasp. His silver eyes were confused, and he looked dazed. He searched for understanding through the confusion.
“Hi,” I said as his searched for awareness.
He focused on me.
“Your hands are bound by rock,” I pointed out. “You should probably use your talent to free yourself…that is, if you don’t want to die.”
Reaper blinked at me a couple of times before he caught up to my words. He slowly turned his head to look at his hands. He still looked confused, but even in his befuddled state he realized his situation was deadly. On instinct, he dissolved in to a black mist and reformed next to me. His legs gave out from under him the second he touched the ground. I bent down and put his arm around my shoulders, to help him stand.
“You okay?” I asked.
“It’s a concussion,” Reaper said in a slurred voice. “Nothing I haven’t been through before.”
“How nice for you, hero. How about we get out of here?” I asked.
“What about Alex?” he asked.
“She’s here,” I told him.
“Here?” he questioned, his eyes sweeping the fighting Nightstalkers and Seekers for signs of Alex.
“Alex! We need to go!” I called to her.
Alex killed the last of the Seekers with a swipe of her forepaw and turned back to us. As she turned, automatic gunfire sounded throughout the cavern. It was coming from a different tunnel across from us. We all jumped at the sound – it was unexpected, a new threat we weren’t sure we could face.
It was time for a hasty retreat. ‘Hasty’ was the last thing Reaper was capable of. He stumbled as I tried to pull him away from the gunfire. It took all of my strength to keep him on his feet. He was as much a stone as the ones he had been bound by. Alex stopped me before I could make it ten feet. Her roar was a question, a hint I should look again. I turned around and saw something I had not expected.
 I was relieved, and more than a little surprised, when I saw Jackson making his way out of a tunnel. He was the source of the gunfire. He shot at any guard stupid enough to get in his way. Behind him was a group of Watchers I had never seen before. They all had weapons and helped Jackson clear a path through the Seekers. At the back of their group was another group. These people did not have weapons and looked more terrified. They were obviously humans. From their lab coats, I knew they were human scientists Marcus had kidnapped. In that group were two people I had thought I would never see again.
Han and Beatrice helped the humans stay on course. Their hands were gentle as they guided them. I smiled when I saw them. Their faces were so full of kindness, despite the ordeal they had just gone through. Spider was next to them, his eyes everywhere and full of anything but kindness. A small knife was in his hands and he looked fierce. Blood stained the knife.
Behind Han and Beatrice there was another group. It was a group of Watchers just as large as the first. At the front of this group, I saw Serenity. Silver blood dotted her white snowsuit, though her makeup and hair were still somehow immaculate.
I held my breath as I waited for the one person that mattered most. The others had cleared the tunnel, and were heading toward a bridge that spanned the gap, when I finally saw Daniel. He was a good distance behind the group, making sure they were not attacked from behind. He had found a sword, somehow. It, too, was stained with blood. Despite the violent nature of our meeting, I drew in a relieved breath. He was alive. He had done it; he had rescued his parents.
“Daniel!” I called across the space.
His green eyes startled, he looked at me. His eyes grew wider when he saw the group of Nightstalkers surrounding me. They surged and moved, protecting Reaper and me. I wasn’t sure why they were being so protective, but I felt it had something to do with Alex. Reaper tried to gain back the use of his feet when he saw the others, but his body still wasn’t working properly.
Daniel called to the others when he saw us, and they switched course. Any Seekers that stood between them and us were quickly dealt with. Any prisoners that they encountered were immediately added to the group. They clung to the help eagerly.
Jackson reached us first.
“Hey,” Jackson said. “How’s it going?”
“Oh, you know, the usual violence and chaos,” I said. “You?”
“The same…except I call that ‘fun,’” Jackson replied.
“You would,” I said.
Daniel pushed his way through the large crowd of Watchers to get to me.
He paused in front of me and took in the sight. I was covered in debris and looked as if I had crawled out of the depths hell towing Reaper with me. Reaper looked worse. Daniel reached out and put a hand on my neck.
“You kept your promise,” he said.
“I always do,” I said. “You wanna help me?”
I grunted as Reaper’s body fought to obey the law of gravity.
“Oh…yeah,” Daniel said.
He took Reaper’s arm off my neck and put it around his own. He accepted the weight easily. Reaper was not the dead weight to him that he was to me.
“I thought you were supposed to look after Clare?” Daniel said to Reaper. “Kind of looks like things got reversed.”
“What can I say? She’s a hell of a woman,” Reaper said.
The crowd parted and I saw Han and Beatrice up close. Their clothes were torn and their faces were sunken with worry and months held without light, without freedom. But they were alive. Despite the trauma, their eyes had not lost their warmth. Han’s eyes still held laughter and Beatrice’s held a warm glow no other person living could match. I went to them and hugged them both as tightly as I could.
“I’m glad you’re safe,” I told them.
Beatrice smiled. “We knew you would find us. We never lost hope.”
I smiled back, feeling the warmth of seeing them alive fill my body. For once, we had been truly successful with a rescue mission.
“This is a lovely reunion,” Serenity said pointedly. “But we need to go. You can get sentimental later.”
“I know the way back,” I said. “I can take you to the cave.”
“Lead on,” Jackson said.
“You follow us,” Daniel said to Jackson. “I’ll stay with Clare.”
Jackson nodded again and waited for us to pass him. I directed our feet toward the cave. Daniel fell in next to me, his pace not slowed at all by the weight of Reaper. Alex forced her way directly behind us. No one argued with her. The rest of the Nightstalkers followed at a slower pace. Their growls and grunting filled the air. I wasn’t sure what we were going to do with them, but I was grateful for their help…however we had gained it.
“How did you get down here?” I asked Daniel.
“The tunnels connect to the fortress,” he said. “We followed them out.”
“Was this part of the plan?” I asked.
“No…Serenity decided to change the plan in the middle of things. While we got everyone out and rescued Han and Beatrice, she decided to run around and set charges. She blew it all up…we barely got out alive.”
“Was that the explosion I felt?” I asked.
“Probably,” Daniel said. “It caused massive cave-ins and rearranged a lot of the tunnels.”
“Yeah, I know,” I said.
“Apparently, she knew the tunnels were here,” Daniel said.
I could tell he wasn’t happy about the idea of her keeping that sort of secret. It had almost cost us our lives. It was something we had all been expecting.
“She made us come this way. It was easier getting out than it was getting in. I didn’t understand why until I saw the confusion down here. Your doing, I guess?” he asked.
“I had help,” I said.
“She says we found Alex, but I don’t see her,” Reaper added in a dazed voice. “It’s all a big mystery…ohhhhh, can’t tell Reaper! He might react in a way Clare doesn’t like.”
“How hard was your head hit?” Daniel asked him.
“Pretty hard,” Reaper said with a happy smile.
“Just stay awake, okay?” Daniel said.
“I’m not sleepy,” Reaper said.
Daniel and I shared an amused look then focused on the path ahead. The tunnel was just as empty as the first time I had come through it, but it felt more alive. There were people with us; Daniel was with us. My worry for his safety and for the success of his rescue mission had been dissolved. Everything had worked out. For the first time, everything had worked out.
At least, no one had been kidnapped, drugged or killed.
We made our way through the tunnel and in to the large cavern. The body of the girl was in the same place. New rocks were around the body, from the blast. Daniel noticed the girl with a pained look in his eyes.
“She was killed by Nightstalkers,” I explained. “It feels weird to just leave her.”
“We don’t have time for burials,” Daniel said.
“I know that,” I said. “It just doesn’t feel right…”
“There are some things we can’t change,” Daniel said.
As he said it, a man came out of the tunnel. He was the one we had seen our first time through the cavern. His muscled arms were still exposed to the elements. He held his shock stick in one hand and a wicked-looking hook in the other. He looked at us in surprise. His surprise quickly melted in to anger. He held the hook up and the rock around us started to shake. He also had a talent for moving rock. The man I had killed in the cavern was no the only rock manipulator down here.
Before anyone could react, Alex leapt over us and charged at the man. The ground stopped shaking as she reached him. The man was too distracted by her attack to use his talent. But that didn’t stop him from being deadly. He swiped at her with the hook. It caught her on the forearm. She grunted in pain but did not stop her attack. She snapped at him with her jaws, forcing him back. As she did, the cavern started to shake again. Before she could get another clean hit, a large rock from the ceiling fell on top of her. It covered her entire body.
“No!” I yelled, running to her.
The man disappeared down the tunnel as Jackson came forward to finish the fight. Jackson didn’t follow him in to the darkness. It was too dangerous, even Jackson knew that. I ignored the man and started digging through the rubble. Daniel hurried to my side and started digging as well.
“I’ll do it.”
I turn and saw Reaper standing behind me. He looked unsteady but confident. He could rescue Alex, though he did not know it was she who was trapped. He took a deep breath then dissolved in to mist. The mist came toward us then moved through the rock on top of Alex.
I held my breath as I waited. There was no sign of the rocks stirring – nothing to suggest anything was happening. Daniel watched with me, also ignoring the mutterings of the Watchers who didn’t know Alex – mutterings to keep moving and not waste time on a Nightstalker. None of them was eager to see the business end of prison again. They did not want their escape to be for nothing.
I had reached the end of my oxygen supply when the mist moved back through the rock. Reaper reformed next to us. In his arms was Alex. She was naked and had a serious injury on her arm – the place where the man had cut her with the hook. But the injury knit itself back together as we watched. She was healing. Reaper’s eyes were full of understanding as he reformed. He finally knew the secret we were keeping. He knew what Alex could do; he knew she could turn in to a Nightstalker. The impact of the knowledge on his emotions remained a mystery; his silver eyes did not give up their secrets easily.
I pulled off my winter coat when I saw Alex and wrapped it around her. I tried to take her from him, to carry her on my own, but Reaper was not allowing it. He still looked a bit fuzzy, but he knew one thing for certain.
“I’ll carry her,” Reaper said.
“I…” I started to protest.
“Let’s get back to the surface. My people will only wait so long,” Reaper added.
I nodded and looked at Alex’s face. Even in slumber, she looked as if she was still being haunted by the beast. She could not escape the darkness no matter how hard and fast she ran. She could not escape the truth of her emotions. There was no peace.
The other Nightstalkers started whining when they saw Alex. None of them dared approach her, but I sensed that her change had meant something to them. Something had been confirmed. The thought sent chills down my spine for a reason I could not explain.
“Come on,” Daniel said.
Daniel tugged on my hand and hurried to fall in behind Reaper, who had already started up the trail. It was obvious Daniel did not trust Reaper’s sudden recovery; he wanted to be there in case Reaper passed out while carrying Alex. The others quietly fell in behind us.
The body of the girl and the feeling that the mountain was pressing down on me trailed after me as we made our silent way back to the cave and the freedom beyond.
 




Chapter 5
 

Margaret was pacing.
She barely made a sound on the rock, but the earth quaked with her walk. It trembled at the feeling of her growing worry – it knew the power of her anger should her fear be made in to fact.
Along the edge of the cave walls, doing their best to stay out of her way, were the others. River was near Preacher and Sara on one side of the cave, while King was at the mouth of the cave. The illusion Preacher had kept up was gone. Snow piled outside, while the grey light from the clouds cast thin shadows in the cave. Moira, her feet naked despite the cold, her long hair to her ankles, was on the opposite side of the cave; she was the only one who looked calm. She watched the snow patiently. Everyone else had varying expressions of panic on their faces. Eli and Mick were also near the cave entrance, though they stood away from King.
“We should think about going back to the ship,” King said. “We can wait for them there. The others have already gone back…”
“We will wait for them here,” Margaret said.
“We don’t even know if they got out of the place before it blew,” King said.
He was not trying to suggest he was happy about the idea, rather that logic suggested they look at all aspects of the facts. The fortress had blown up – there was little they could do beyond pick up the pieces. Margaret’s return glare was wicked. It made the air between them feel full of electricity. King held up his hands and let her continue her pacing in silence.
“That was a wise choice,” I told King, as Daniel and I stepped in to the light.
Margaret stopped pacing at our appearance. Her violet eyes were full of a questioning fire. There was no doubt what she was questioning. Jackson pushed his way through our group, an answer to her question. His grin was cocky. Margaret’s face was immediately relieved. She moved across the space and grabbed Jackson. She kissed him fiercely then pulled away and slapped him. He started laughing at the slap. It obviously had not hurt as much as it had been a reminder of her emotions.
“Sorry to worry you,” Jackson said.
River was looking at the group behind us. Her eyes widened in surprise. She was focused on the Nightstalkers in particular.
“I see you found some new friends,” she said. “Some interesting friends,” she added.
“They helped us escape,” I said.
River was fascinated by that piece of information. Her eyes searched the Nightstalkers for an explanation to their odd behavior. Her eyes kept coming back to me. Reaper, Alex in his arms, and his eyes still weak from the blow to the head, was more worried about what manner of creature would find us in the cave if we hung around. The man who had tried to kill Alex was still out there somewhere – he could control the earth in a way none of us wanted to experience firsthand.
“We need to get out of here,” Reaper said.
Sara nodded in agreement and stood. She held out her hands to River, Moira and King. They disappeared without a word.
Eli was having trouble controlling his expression, let alone his emotions. His eyes were on the Nightstalkers behind us. His whole body trembled in rage. Serenity went to him and put a hand on his arm. The hand calmed him, but only a little.
As Margaret went to Han and Beatrice and hugged them, Reaper adjusted his grip on Alex. He looked reluctant to set her down. Holding her tight, he focused on the Nightstalkers behind us.
“What do we do with them?” Reaper asked.
We all turned to stare at the Nightstalkers.
“Why don’t we ask them what they want?” I asked.
“Yes, ask the dogs what they want,” Eli muttered.
Reaper ignored him. “Ask them how?” he asked me.
“I’ll take care of it,” I said. “Why don’t you focus on getting everyone else out of here?” I asked.
“Good idea,” Daniel said as Sara, along with Shawn, appeared in the cave again.
Reaper forced Sara to take Alex first, while Shawn started in with the terrified-looking people near Han and Beatrice. As the others started to disappear at a consistent rate, I approached the Nightstalkers. Daniel came with me, his eyes alert for signs of danger.
“Hi, guys,” I said. “Um…We have a way of traveling to a ship. The ship isn’t very big, but we could make room…”
A low sound of displeasure went through the group at my words. It was enough to know that they would never agree to hang out on a boat. It was too similar to the limited room of the caves. It was too similar to prison.
“Okay. So…what do you want to do?” I asked.
The Nightstalkers took a moment then one of them walked to the front of the group. It lowered its snout down to my level. I knew what it was asking. After a brief moment of hesitation, I reached out and put my hand on its nose. Its thoughts were immediate.
We will go our own way. Tell the other we will not forget.
I will…I said.
The Nightstalker pulled away from my touch. It turned to look at the other Nightstalkers and made a low sound. As one, the group moved past us and out the entrance of the cave. Eli looked as if he didn’t want to move out of their way, but Serenity forced him with a touch.
“What happened?” Daniel asked me.
“They didn’t want to come along,” I said.
“They’ll be back,” Serenity said.
“How do you know that?” I asked.
Serenity smirked in a knowing way. I rolled my eyes at the look on her face. I was tired of her hints designed to impress upon us how much she knew. I turned away from her and focused on Daniel, who was having trouble hiding his smile. The drama of the last hour could not hide his pleasure at rescuing his parents. We had found ‘impossible’ and had successfully proven the word had limitations.
Finally, no one was left but Reaper, Daniel and me. We were quiet, but relieved at our success. We were still trying to catch up to the situation. Sara came back for us. She dropped us down in the large cargo area, instead of near the galley. I didn’t understand at first, but then I realized Reaper had asked her to. He still had appearances to keep up. As soon as we appeared, the Watchers around us started clapping. I knew the clapping wasn’t for me. It was for Reaper and the success of the mission. Reaper held up his hand, to stop the clapping.
“Today’s victory was no small thing,” he said. “We have dealt a large blow to Marcus’ organization. He will not recover quickly from this attack. There will be no more soldiers trained in Alaska. Tonight, we celebrate!”
The others cheered and alcohol started to spread around the room. I wasn’t sure where it came from, but there was enough for everyone. Someone turned on music and before I could say ‘loud’ the place had turned in to a party.
Daniel pulled me away from the party and up the narrow steps, to the hall that led to the rooms. Han and Beatrice were just stepping out of Alex’s room as we approached. They stopped walking when they saw us.
“How is she?” I asked.
“She is well. She’ll wake up soon with a blistering headache, but there should be no lasting side-effects,” Beatrice said.
Daniel took Beatrice’s hands in to his. He held them for a long moment.
“And you?” Daniel asked. “How are you?”
Beatrice smiled fondly. The smile made her tired face look as youthful as I remembered. Beatrice was not going to let Marcus take away her joy. She would not allow anyone to take away that.
“It’s not the worst prison I’ve been in, dear,” Beatrice said.
“How did they get you?” Daniel asked.
“That horrible man, Nguyen, came to our house not long after you left for New Orleans,” Beatrice said. “He had ten men and five Nightstalkers. They broke in while we were in the lab…we were working on Clare’s blood. We weren’t paying attention…we didn’t hear them until it was too late to use the tunnels we had built.”
“Tunnels?” I asked.
“Escape routes in case things went south,” Daniel said.
“Oh,” I replied.
“When we realized they were in the house…Well, Han had no choice. He set the lab on fire,” Beatrice said.
“You burned down your own house?” I asked. “All your things.”
“They’re just things,” Beatrice said. “We can get new things. Your blood, though…that’s special.”
“I…” I started to apologize.
Han smiled and waved a hand to interrupt me. “Don’t feel bad. It gives Beatrice a reason to design a new house. She loves it.”
“I do,” Beatrice agreed.
“Do you feel up to talking about what they had you doing?” Daniel asked. “Or do you want to rest?”
Han and Beatrice exchanged a serious look. They didn’t want rest, but they didn’t want to explain what they had been doing either. Beatrice looked away first; she lost the silent battle to explain.
“A weapon. We were building a weapon,” Beatrice said.
“What kind of a weapon?” Daniel asked.
“A biological one,” Beatrice said. “A virus.”
“I thought Serenity got those plans back?” I asked. “The plans to build a virus…I stole them for her.”
“Science cannot be stopped,” Han said. “No matter if sometimes we would prefer it.”
Beatrice put a hand on his arm in agreement. She explained what he meant, seeing our confusion.
“Marcus forced another scientist to work out the formula again,” Beatrice said. “Nguyen told us if we didn’t perfect it…he would kill a human every hour we refused. We didn’t believe him at first…until. Well, he is a man of his word.”
“We’re you…” I hesitated. “We’re you successful?”
“Yes,” Beatrice said.
It was my turn to share a look with Daniel. Our worst fears were slowly coming to light. The nightmares had a name: virus. There was not a more dangerous person on the face of the planet to have a virus engineered by Han and Beatrice in his hands than Marcus.
“What does it do?” Daniel asked.
“It’s extremely virulent,” Beatrice said. “It mutates once it’s inside the body – it actually bonds to the person’s DNA and uses the weaknesses to tear the person apart. It absolutely ravages the body. What makes it especially deadly is that it lives within the host for a week before the host shows symptoms. In that time period…it infects anyone the person comes in contact with.”
“So, it’s airborne,” Daniel said.
“And it’s out there,” Han added. “We finished it two days ago.”
“Why on earth does he need a virus?” I asked. “He’s got an army of superhuman angels at his beck-and-call. What good does a virus do him?”
“Marcus loves chaos,” Daniel said.
“He’s planning something,” Serenity said, joining us silently.
She was alone, something I was grateful for. I was not in the mood to see Eli. Not when I had just been told Marcus was in possession of a virus that could kill a whole lot of people. Eli would only sour my mood.
“What is he planning?” I asked.
“We don’t know. Odette hasn’t seen that future,” Serenity said.
“That must be killing her,” Daniel said.
Serenity’s eyes hardened. “Marcus is not one to spend money and resources kidnapping people to do nothing. He will use it.”
“We already figured that part out,” I said.
“Have you figured out how to stop him?” she asked me.
“We haven’t got that far,” I said. “We’re still playing catch up.”
“You need to be faster, quicker, better,” Serenity said. “Lives depend on it.”
“Do you have a reason for interrupting us?” Daniel asked.
“I do,” Serenity said. “I have a debt to collect.”
“Does she have to go right this minute?” Daniel asked.
“What are you talking about?” Beatrice interrupted. “What debt?”
The fear that Daniel had made a promise he would regret was in Beatrice’s eyes. She obviously was not as fond of Serenity as the neutral expression on her face suggested.
“Clare agreed to meet with Odette in exchange for Serenity’s help in rescuing you,” Daniel said.
“You didn’t!” Beatrice said in a low, chastising voice.
“I did. And I would make the promise again,” I assured her.
She took my hand in a motherly gesture. She was grateful for the love, but not for the choice I had been forced to make. She was not glad I had given in to Odette. Serenity was waiting for an answer. Her face showed her impatience.
“When Alex is awake,” I said.
“Fine,” Serenity said.
Serenity started to turn away, but Daniel put his hand out to stop her. His hand blocked the way. She didn’t try to move past – to do so would have been an invitation to fight. It would be an invitation Daniel would accept gladly.
“I’m coming with Clare to meet Odette,” Daniel said.
“Odette is already expecting you,” Serenity said. “She said for the girl to bring along Alex, Reaper, Spider and you.”
“Why the interest in Spider?” Daniel asked. “This is the second time you’ve included him in something you normally wouldn’t bother to include a human in.”
Serenity smirked at Daniel, but did not answer his question.
“Are you going to let me pass?”
Daniel’s eyes narrowed at her words. He moved his arm, and Serenity moved down the hallway with her hips swishing a sultry retreat. Reaper passed her in the hall with barely a glance in her direction. He was rubbing his neck thoughtfully. His eyes still had a fuzzy look in them, but he was infinitely more aware. He stopped in front of us.
“Serenity plying you to uphold your end of the bargain?” Reaper asked.
“Yeah,” I agreed.
Daniel moved behind Reaper and looked at his head wound. “It’s healing okay. How are your symptoms?”
“Just a general fuzziness. Nothing I haven’t faced before,” Reaper said.
I pulled his lighter out of my pocket and held it out to him, to return what was his. Reaper’s mouth twitched when he saw it. It was a strange twitch – almost as if there was more to what he was about to say then I knew.
“Keep it,” he said.
“Are you sure?” I asked.
“Definitely,” Reaper replied.
“Thanks,” I said.
“How’s Alex?” Reaper asked.
“Sleeping,” Beatrice said.
Reaper nodded. “Good.”
He looked at Beatrice and Han curiously. They looked back at him just as curious. Han and Beatrice were interested in the man who had helped them escape…they were also curious at Daniel’s obvious familiarity with Reaper.
“It’s nice to meet you finally,” Reaper added.
“Thank you for helping in our rescue,” Han said. “It was very kind to rescue strangers for no payment or reward. There are many people who are safe today because of you.”
“It was my pleasure,” Reaper said. “Though I don’t feel as if you are strangers…”
“How do you mean?” Han asked.
“This is Ashley,” Daniel said.
“Your friend from the streets?” Beatrice asked.
She had obviously heard the story – not only heard, but had lived through the depression Daniel had faced when he had heard of Reaper’s supposed murder.
“Yes,” Daniel agreed.
Beatrice’s smile was twice as warm with the knowledge that Reaper was an old friend. Reaper looked affected by her affectionate smile. He returned the smile without thinking. There was something else; a longing to have that motherly smile directed at him more often.
“I am so glad that rumors of your death are not true,” Beatrice said.
“Thanks…” Reaper replied. “You are welcome to stay on our boat as long as you need. It’s not much…but it’s safe.”
“Thank you,” Beatrice said.
Reaper put a hand on Daniel’s arm. “Can we talk for a minute?”
Daniel looked at me then at his parents. It was as if he was looking for permission. Han nodded once at the unasked question.
“Yeah, sure,” Daniel said.
Daniel put a hand on my cheek and gave me a small smile. Then he and Reaper walked down the hall and out of sight. Beatrice put her hand around my shoulder as they walked away.
“Did Daniel give you that ring?” Beatrice asked after a brief pause.
I looked down at the ring Daniel had fashioned out of a tear he had shed when he had lost me to the torture room. It glittered in the light. It was also very prominently displayed on my ring finger on my left hand.
“Yes,” I replied a bit sheepishly.
“I think it’s wonderful,” Beatrice said.
A blush was heating my face. It wasn’t just because they were his parents. It was because I wasn’t sure what the ring really meant. He had given it to me with a promise to be there for me forever. But a promise to be there forever wasn’t the same as the conclusion Beatrice had jumped to.
“We need to check on the others,” Han said gently, seeing my blush. “There’s a lot of confused, scared people who could do with some kindness.”
“Okay,” I said.
Beatrice took her hand off from around my shoulders, and Han claimed her hand. They shared a look of absolute love they did not think I noticed and walked away. My heart sang with relief to see them again. When they had turned the corner, I went in to Alex’s room.
Alex had a blanket tucked around her shoulders, to hide her naked body, and her eyes were closed. Her face twitched with her dreams, which looked violent. I squeezed in to the tiny space between her bunk and the wall and sat on the floor next to her. I put my back against the wall and looked at her. The emotions and the sense of darkness that had found its way in to my brain with Han and Beatrice’s admission of a virus finally found the space to breathe.
“Well, we did it,” I said to Alex, knowing she couldn’t hear me but needing an outlet for the emotions I was feeling. “But it doesn’t feel like much of a victory. I mean, I’m glad Han and Beatrice and the others are free. I’m glad we did that. But it feels like a pinprick to Marcus’ overall plan. He has a virus. He could kill a lot of people. He will kill a lot of people. And nothing’s changed with me. I still can’t control what I can do. I don’t know why Marcus wants me…everything is just…blah.”
Alex didn’t reply, but I hadn’t expected her to. We sat in silence and I contemplated another truth I had discovered in the caves.
“I was terrified down there,” I said. “The cave-in almost killed me...I almost couldn’t think to move in to the space in-between. I’ve never been so scared in my life. What if I find that kind of panic in a situation where I have to act? What if it means yours or Daniel’s life?”
Alex groaned and put a hand to her forehead at my words. I sat up straighter and looked at her face. Was it part of her dreams that had her groaning or was she waking up?
Her eyes fluttered briefly then opened. Clear blue looked back at me. She looked tired but very aware of her surroundings.
“I had the strangest dream that I was trying to sleep and this girl kept going on and on about impossible destinies and uncertain powers. It was really quite annoying,” she said.
“I didn’t think you’d hear,” I said.
Alex smiled at her teasing. “I did.”
Her smile disappeared as she took stock of her body. She looked under the blanket with a confused look on her face.
“I’m naked.”
“Yeah,” I agreed.
“What happened?” she asked.
“You turned when you saw Eli,” I said.
“Eli…” she whispered, turning his name in to a curse.
She shut her eyes and took a deep breath to prepare herself for the next question on her lips.
“Did I hurt anyone?” she asked.
“Bad people,” I said. “You saved my life…and Reaper’s.”
“Reaper?” she asked sharply, her eyes opening again.
I told her the story of what had happened before and after her transformation. She listened with a growing panic on her face.
“You let Reaper find out about me?” she asked.
“That’s not fair,” I replied.
“Neither is him finding out the truth, without my permission,” she said.
“I told you,” I replied. “He volunteered to help me find you. I couldn’t have stopped him.”
“Sure you could have,” she said. “You’re resourceful.”
“You’re not putting this off on me,” I said. “I can’t control his choices any more than I can control yours…What are you really thinking?”
Her eyes stopped searching the opposite wall. They were scared as she turned to face me.
“What if he shares Eli prejudice? He’ll kick me out of the Saints. I like it here. People respect my opinion. They come to me for things. Now, I’m just…an animal. What if the others find out? They’ll stop coming to me. Nothing will ever be the same.”
“Reaper knows how to keep a secret,” I said. “He’s kept a couple in his day.”
She didn’t seem to register my words.
“And Eli…what if Eli goes blabbing his mouth to the others? He’s on the ship, isn’t he?” she asked.
“Yes, but you’re forgetting one little detail. Eli doesn’t like talking,” I said.
“Meanness makes people do things they sometimes wouldn’t. It eats you up and you have to find an outlet,” Alex said. “He’ll talk.”
“I think he knows to keep his mouth shut. Reaper hit him pretty hard.”
Alex blushed at the reminder. She realized in a second’s time that she didn’t want to talk about her problems anymore. She was through with dwelling on the past. Alex was like that. She didn’t let it go, but she did redirect. She sat up - keeping the blankets wrapped tightly around her body - and pulled my grandfather’s book out from a bag on the floor. She set it on the bed.
“I’m going to solve some of those unanswered mysteries for you,” she promised. “I’m going to keep reading, until I know why your grandfather hid this book. Then, we can put that out of our mind. It’ll be one less question…”
I allowed for the change of subject, knowing Alex would come around to her emotions eventually. I would just have to be there when she wanted to talk. It was all I could do under the circumstances.
“I think he was just a crazy old man, who liked history,” I said. “That question isn’t such a confusing one.”
We had talked about my grandfather a couple of times during our two weeks at sea. It was always the same conclusion – I thought he was crazy, Alex thought he had a purpose. Alex rolled her eyes at my words. She was firmly convinced the book held more than answers; it held meaning. It would explain everything about everything, all at once. She held on to the belief that it meant something, even when her hours of reading had yielded nothing beyond farming reports from the 18th century and daily accounts of merchants. I was convinced the book held nothing more than the ramblings of an old man more interested in his long-dead family history than his flesh-and-blood daughter. It was nothing more than a reminder of the family I had never known and would probably never get to know. His reasons for hiding it weren’t complicated – it was paranoia or some other mental disorder that made people hide books in secret rooms.
The book was proof we were looking for answers in the wrong place. That feeling – that our path for answers was skewed – was one reason I was not as worried about meeting Odette as Daniel seemed to be. I knew she was powerful and tricky – an elder, who had honed her powers simply through staying alive longer than most of our kind. I knew she was smart and had enough funds to keep people like Serenity employed around the world. But those things didn’t worry me as much as the possibility of spending years searching for clues in dusty books. I was banking on the idea that time held answers; she held enough time to have more than her share of answers. Her answers might cost me – they might not even be what I was looking for – but I relished the idea of not feeling consumed by questions. I wanted to understand. I wanted to know. Knowing was the only way to beat Marcus. It felt as if it was the only way to start taking control of my world.
Almost as if she could read my thoughts, Alex asked about the meeting I had promised Serenity. She looked at the bed thoughtfully, her mind a million miles away. Or as far away as Eli currently was. I saw her contemplating the idea of joining Serenity – and Eli – on a trip to see Odette. It would not be easy for her.
“You said Serenity wanted me to go along, too?” Alex asked.
“Yeah,” I agreed.
“I wonder why,” she said.
“Serenity always has a reason,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean she likes to share it.”
“I wonder if Odette pays Serenity to be so mysterious, or if she just likes irritating people by throwing out vague hints and cryptic doomsday-type warnings?” Alex asked.
“She definitely gets a kick out of irritating the rest of us,” I said.
Alex nodded in agreement then she sighed as some of her emotions came back in to the room. She was back to thinking over the change. As she did, she realized a truth that had previously escaped her. She looked down at her body then back up at me. Her eyes were wide as she looked at me.
“Reaper saw me naked,” she said.
It was not a question.
“So did a bunch of other people,” I said.
My words didn’t help. Her face filled with color. She buried it in to her hands, to hide it from me.
“God…kill me now,” Alex moaned.
A sharp knock came from the door at her words.
Alex looked up, wondering if God had come to collect. I laughed at the look on her face and went to answer the door. Spider was on the other side. The lipstick imprint of a dozen kisses was over his face – a byproduct of the party – and his hair looked ruffled, as if hands had been run through his hair repeatedly. Despite the kisses, he looked upset. When the door opened, he leaned around me, to see if Alex was awake. Alex smiled at him in greeting, assuring him with a look that she was fine. His return smile was brief and almost cold, unlike him. He was too consumed by his thoughts to be truly warm. He brushed past me and sat down on the edge of her bed.
“How are you, doll?” he asked Alex, more for something to say than anything else.
He could tell she was fine. Her look had said enough.
“I’m fine,” she said.
Spider was fidgeting. He seemed unable to sit still for longer than a second. His legs moved then his hands – there was no peace. The fidgeting had nothing to do with Alex’s time spent as a Nightstalker. It was movement I found alarmingly similar. It was the same sort of habitual fidgeting Daniel did when he was upset or thinking. Daniel’s habits seemed to be rubbing off on the boy.
“So…Eli, huh?” Spider asked after a minute.
“Yep,” Alex agreed in a quiet voice.
“What am I going to tell the Ethan and the others?” Spider asked. “What do I say?
“The truth,” I said. “He’s here, but he’s not back.”
“Maybe I shouldn’t say anything,” Spider said.
“You don’t keep secrets from them,” I said.
“More than you think,” Spider said with an ugly look on his face.
“Tell them the truth,” I said. “You know you would want the facts straight. They’re mature enough to deal with the information on their own.”
“Right…like they were mature when I told them we weren’t coming back for them,” Spider said.
There had been a fight when Spider had told them we were attacking Marcus’ fortress without them. The wounds of the fight had yet to heal. It was a continuation of the rift that had started to form between Spider and the kids – a rift formed by the fact that the kids longed for a normal life, and Spider knew he wasn’t content with anything close to ‘normal.’ The kids were willing to help us, were willing to do whatever it took to prove their loyalty, but they were also geared toward happiness and childish delights. Spider had never known an immature day – his hard life had taught him such things as ‘play’ and ‘normalcy’ were for other people.
Alex put a hand on his arm.
“Trust them,” Alex encouraged him. “It’s the only way for you all to heal.”
He sighed at her words and shook off some of doubt. The real reason for his agitation came bubbling through in a quick confession. It was not an admission he made easily – not when he was so committed to being a part of our group.
“I saw Serenity down at the party. She said I was going to go along with you guys…” Spider said.
“That’s what she said,” I agreed.
“I don’t know if I can,” he admitted.
“Are you actually refusing to go along on an exciting mission?” I asked. “I’m shocked.”
Spider fidgeted some more.
“Not refusing. I’m just sayin’ that I don’t know if I can handle being around Eli. I mean, if Reaper hadn’t hit him, I would have. I might not have stopped hitting him,” Spider confessed.
“He’s a Watcher,” I pointed out. “You would have just hurt yourself.”
“I don’t care,” Spider said. “He abandoned the kids. Twitch was heartbroken when Eli left. I could tell. Eli was the only person to ever stand up for Twitch. All of the kids counted on him…he was more than just the guy who watched for us. He was the big brother none of us ever had.”
“Are you sure this is about Twitch?” Alex asked in a gentle voice.
“Save it, doll,” Spider said. “I don’t need to be analyzed or my brain picked apart. I just wanted to tell you where I stand…”
“You’re not sure if you can be around Eli,” I said. “I get it. Just let me know when you know.”
Spider nodded. His face turned mischievous as he eyed Alex again. His fidgeting had stopped with his admission.
“You know, doll, if you want me that bad, you don’t have to get undressed to get my attention,” he said to Alex. “I think you’re gorgeous with your clothes on.”
Alex blushed at his words. The fact that so many people had seen her naked was too fresh for her to laugh it off. I pushed Spider off the bed and forced him back to the door. His smile was huge as I shoved him away from Alex.
At the door, I paused and gave Alex a questioning look. I wanted to be sure it was okay to leave her alone. I didn’t want her to feel abandoned in her time of need. Her smile was brief, her emotions shut down behind a careful cloak of contentment. Her smile told me she was fine, that she didn’t need a babysitter. I smiled back, doubting the truth of what I saw, and pushed Spider the rest of the way out of the door. He swore at me, but I ignored him. I closed the door, to give her privacy to get dressed and deal with her emotions, and wrapped my arm around Spider’s thin shoulders. Without thinking about it, he led me down the hall, toward the galley, and away from the partying.
“Who kissed you?” I asked, rubbing at one of the lipstick stains on his face.
“I’m a ladies man, doll. What can I say?” he asked.
“Right…” I said.
Spider shrugged and a rueful expression crossed his face.
“Apparently, I’m adorable,” he said.
“When your mouth is shut,” I agreed.
“I knew you dug me,” he said.
We walked in to the galley then. Spider’s mind was on food. Mine was on finding a way to take stock of the past day’s drama without feeling overwhelmed. Alex’s drama…my drama…saving Han and Beatrice – it all swirled around in my mind. With such emotional pulls trying to drain my senses, it took me a second to realize the room was occupied.
Daniel and Reaper were surrounded by Reaper’s other generals. Moira was next to Daniel at the table, while River and King were on Reaper’s right side. Sara and Shawn were across the table, looking at Reaper and Daniel with serious expression on their faces. Margaret and Jackson were nowhere to be seen.
Reaper looked up as we entered. The lost look was gone from his eyes. He had recovered from his head injury – the benefit of quick healing. He looked as if he had showered. He had showered away more than a concussion. There was a cool professionalism in his eyes, something he always carried with him in front of the others. Daniel also looked up, though he looked less startled at the interruption. Daniel’s eyes held a different cool. It was a burning cold I had seen many times. It was the sort of fire that left a burning in my veins. It was the burning desire to move and act. I wasn’t sure why he was so worked up, but I didn’t mind. It was more proof we had made it out of Marcus’ lair of doom alive.
Spider looked uncertain as everyone turned to look at us. It was obvious they had been talking about serious things; he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear ‘serious’ after such a serious day.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“We were just talking about our next move,” Daniel said. “Your promise to Serenity…where the Saints play in to what’s next…You know, world-saving stuff.”
“And what have the world-savers decided?” I asked.
“We haven’t decided anything,” Reaper said. “We just started talking about it.”
I sat down in front of Daniel. I smiled at him in a distraction from the darkness.
“I think our first order of business should be a group song…I know! ‘Forever Young’ by Alphaville. Can you sing tenor?” I asked Daniel.
Daniel’s mouth moved to form a response. He didn’t get the chance to start a playful argument about my song choice. Reaper stopped it before it started.
“Or we could decide that we need to find out where Marcus was last seen,” Reaper said. “So we can move to take him out once and for all.”
“If that was easy, we would already know where he is,” Daniel said. “He’s always moving, always has guards around him. He doesn’t even tell his own people where he’s going. He just goes.”
“We know he’s building an army,” King pointed out. “That’s no small task. He has to have a place where he is doing that. Keeping an army mobile all the time would be too much trouble…would take more effort than he would want to spend.”
“Serenity just destroyed his place,” River said. “His fortress is gone…no more army building for him.”
“That wasn’t a training facility for new recruits,” Daniel said. “It was a prison…a diversion.”
“There were a lot of Marcus’ men there for it to just be a ‘diversion,’” River said.
“Trust me, it was a diversion,” Daniel said. “If his army was there, we would have known about it. We wouldn’t have gotten out of there alive.”
“So, where does that leave us?” Reaper asked.
“Why don’t you ask Serenity?” Spider asked.
“She doesn’t know,” Daniel said. “I’ve been down that route. Plus, it would cost us.”
“That’s my girl,” Spider said proudly.
“How do we magically find out his itinerary then?” I asked. “Mind-meld?”
“His itinerary is impossible to find, but his place of training might not be so impossible,” Daniel said. “Clare?”
“Daniel?” I asked.
“Marcus has hijacked your dreams before,” Daniel said. “Maybe he showed you more than he intended. You said you dreamed of a desert landscape with a tower above it, right?”
“Right,” I agreed, uncomfortably.
“What kind of sand was it?” Daniel asked.
“The cracked kind. It was really dry. There was a flat area, backed by mountains. The mountain had a building dug right in to it…”
“Sounds familiar,” Reaper said. “Marcus does love to build his fortresses straight in to mountains.”
“It’s not as safe as he thinks, though,” King said with a satisfied smile.
Daniel was still focused on my dream.
“Any other details?” Daniel asked.
I shut my eyes and focused. It wasn’t the sort of details I liked to remember; not when it brought such terror to my heart. I couldn’t imagine the landscape without seeing Marcus’ yellow eyes and long, white hair. His eyes were similar to the last time I had seen them: playfully and deadly. We were on a balcony. The sky was a brilliant blue. The sand was dry and cracked. Mountains rose up around the valley. Soldiers marched around on the valley floor. Some dug in to the mountain. I wasn’t sure if they were digging to build another addition to the fortress or for some other reason. I focused on what was in front of me. There was a gap in the mountains and in the far distance, I saw a glittering…or was it a sparkle?
“Water,” I said. “Far away…You can only see it from the top of the tower.”
“Water near the desert?” Daniel asked.
He thought about it and a slow smile formed on his face. He caught Reaper’s eye and his smile grew.
“What?” I demanded.
“Old habits die hard,” Daniel said.
Reaper finally understood. “Israel.”
“He used to make a pilgrimage there every year,” Daniel said. “He said there was something special about it… I thought he was just talking about an arms dealer or something similar. I never got around to going there with him, before he tried to kill me.”
“Yeah, that puts a damper on even the best of friendships,” I agreed.
“You do realize that’s a long shot…a long shot backed by the fact that Israel is, you know, a whole freaking country,” King said.
“We’ve operated with less going for us,” River reminded King.
“There’s no denying that,” King said.
“We should start checking it out,” Reaper said. “Find a couple of our sources…the reliable kind. Ask them if they’ve heard anything…spread some money around in the right places.”
“In the meantime, we should point our ship in that direction,” River added.
“Do it,” Reaper agreed.
“Is it true you’re going to go with Clare to meet Odette?” Sara asked Reaper.
“Yes,” Reaper agreed.
“Keep your eyes open,” Sara warned.
“Plan on it,” Reaper said.
The discussion switched to mundane matters. They talked about who to send to collect information and what sources to use. Spider had quite a few names, even more than Reaper. When nothing was left to say, the meeting broke up. As we stood to go our separate ways, King caught my attention. I hovered near the back of the group as Spider distracted Daniel with a technical question about computers. They walked out of the room without noticing I was no longer with them. When Daniel was safely out of the galley, King handed me a key. My hand wrapped around the key without thought. It was as natural as taking a friend’s hand.
“No problems?” I asked.
“Nope,” King said.
“Thanks again for doing this,” I said.
King smiled, his neon eyes sparkling with the secret between us.
“No problem,” King said.
Daniel reappeared in the doorway. He had noticed I was longer with him and had come to find me. I put the key in my pocket, before he could see it, and made a face at him for interrupting. Daniel’s expression was different as he looked between King and me – less suspicious than before and infinitely more curious. It was the sort of expression that worked hard to convince me to tell him all my secrets. I was not enticed to oblige. I went to Daniel and took his hand. King left us with a smile on his face.
“It’s not working,” I said. “Would you like to try another expression? Perhaps one with pouting involved?”
Daniel frowned at my question. “I don’t pout…”
“Not with your face,” I said.
“That doesn’t make sense,” Daniel said.
“Sure, it does,” I said.
“About as much sense as you wearing pink.”
“I wore pink once,” I admitted.
“When?”
“To a funeral,” I said.
Daniel looked shocked.
“It was Naomi’s grandmother’s favorite color,” I said. “Naomi wore pink, too. We all did.”
“Oh,” Daniel said.
He pulled me away from the cafeteria door and led me to our room. When we were safely inside, Daniel sat on the bunk. He made me sit next to him. There was a long pause in which I felt the wheels turning in his head.
“I wanted to talk to you,” he said.
“Is this not talking? It feels like talking. My mouth is moving and everything,” I said.
“This is serious,” he said.
“Our talks have turned that way recently,” I said.
“We’re going to meet Odette soon…as soon as Serenity realizes Alex is awake,” he said in a serious voice.
“Yeah, I figured,” I said.
“I know you have a wonderful habit of speaking your mind. Usually, I admire that habit, but, when you see Odette, I think it would be best if you shelved your propensity to talk back,” he suggested.
His suggestion was startling.
“Are you afraid of her?” I asked.
“Yes,” he said.
There was no hesitation, no sense that he had to think about my question. His fear was real.
“I’ll do my best,” I promised.
“That’s not a real promise,” Daniel said. “You say that then, when you speak your mind, you say to me you only promised to ‘do your best.’”
I sighed. “You know me too well.”
“Not half as well as I would like,” Daniel said.
“That’s ridiculous.”
“Yes,” Daniel agreed.
“I will speak my mind, Daniel,” I said. “I will say what I think. Fear won’t change that, no matter who I am talking to.”
“Acting brave won’t shelf the fear, either,” Daniel said.
“It’s better than weeping in the dark,” I said.
“Is that what happened down in the tunnels?” he asked pointedly.
“I don’t know what you mean,” I said.
“Of course you don’t,” Daniel said dryly.
He turned to me and took my hand. I had never seen him look so serious.
“Odette is unlike anyone you will ever meet. Think before you speak…that’s all I’m asking.”
“Your confidence in me is overwhelming,” I said, refusing to promise to anything.
“I know…” Daniel agreed.
“What are Margaret and Jackson going to do?” I asked.
“What do you mean?” Daniel asked.
“Serenity didn’t invite them to come along,” I said. “Are they going to stay here on the boat?”
Daniel smiled. “Don’t worry about them…”
Before I could reply, or ask what he meant, he leaned forward and kissed me. It was unexpected, but just what I needed. After the fighting, and the sense of urgency of the past couple of hours, my body was full of energy. The adrenaline was easy to access. It was more than adrenaline. It was desire. I caved in to his kiss and pulled him in close. His body language was just as aggressive. He had just as much pent up energy channeling through his body. We fell back to the bed. His hands explored my body as I held him tight. My hands worked to pull his shirt over his head. Just as I managed to pull it to his neck, a knock came from the door. Daniel pulled away from with an irritated sigh. He pulled his shirt back down to its proper place and moved off me. I looked at the door as Daniel opened it with a firm tug.
“What?” Daniel asked in an irritated voice.
Reaper held up his hands at Daniel’s combative voice, a gesture he came in peace.
“Serenity asked me to come get you. She’s ready to leave.”
“Of course she is,” Daniel said.
Daniel turned to me.
“Are you ready?” Daniel asked.
“Are you?” I asked back.
Daniel pushed the door open wider and gestured for me to go first. I got off the bed and followed Reaper down the narrow corridor. Daniel followed after me, the corridor too narrow for us all to walk comfortably side-by-side. We didn’t speak, but the air was full of sounds. The ship hummed with the sound of the engine and the sounds of merry-making from below. The engine was on full-steam ahead. I knew it was a long trip to get Israel, longer than I wanted to think about. I just hoped it wasn’t another diversion, something to pull us off of Marcus’ real trail…again.
Serenity was waiting for us on the deck of the boat. The snow was wiping past with vicious fury; the storm had gotten stronger as the night had worn on. Her hair was tucked under a toboggan and a dainty scarf was wrapped around her neck. Eli and Mick were standing behind her, their positions mimicking the first time we had seen them. Eli looked unchanged, his sour expression as dominant as ever. Spider and Alex glared at him from their position near the railing, though Spider’s glare was tainted by the fact that he looked ready to throw up. I knew Spider’s appearance on deck meant he had made his choice – he would be coming with us. Sara was waiting between the two groups to take us wherever Serenity told her to go.
“Finally,” Serenity said. “We’ve been waiting forever.”
“You’ve been waiting for five minutes and twenty six seconds,” Reaper replied.
“Hm,” Serenity said noncommittally.
Serenity held her hand out to Sara, her golden eyes on the door behind us. I sensed urgency about her actions; she was eager to get off the boat and take us to meet Odette. It made me wonder if Serenity was operating under an unspoken deadline…or if there was more to the meeting than she had let on.
Just as Sara’s hand connected with Serenity’s, the door to the inside was pushed open with a shove. Margaret was outlined by the frame of the door. Jackson hovered behind her, his face excited at the prospect of violence looming on Margaret’s elfish features. Beatrice and Han poked their heads out from behind Jackson’s back, their faces worried at that same looming violence.
“We are going,” Margaret said in a firm voice.
“Odette was very clear…” Serenity started to protest.
Lightning crackled over our heads with the sort of alarming closeness that made us all duck automatically. Daniel was the only one not to duck. He pulled me back to my feet as Margaret raised an eyebrow at Serenity. It was a single eyebrow raise, but it was enough.
Serenity sighed. “Of course, exceptions can be made for every rule,” she said.
Sara dusted off her winter clothes that had been dirtied with her dive to the ground and held out her hands again. Her expression was full of dry humor.
“Everyone who wants a ride should hang on,” Sara said.
Han and Beatrice looked at us in worry as Jackson and Margaret stepped out of the doorway. Daniel was just as worried; he was upset at the idea of leaving them alone after finding them so recently. The weight of the seeming abandonment was a tough burden to shoulder. Beatrice noticed. She waved as Han wrapped his arm around her shoulders, a sign that she and Han would be fine.
Daniel and I moved to Sara, understanding moving between us like a living thing. We both knew meeting Odette was no small thing. Everything would change…or nothing at all. It was a strange contradiction to face. But it was one we had promised to face – for Han and Beatrice. For ourselves.
Daniel’s eyes told me to be ready. And I was. More than he knew. My whole life had built up to the truth Odette was about to tell me. I could take it – I could take it more than I could take the worry of unanswered questions and doubt over my abilities.
I had never felt so ready for a conversation in my entire life.
 




Chapter 6
 

When the darkness of traveling passed, we were in front of a castle.
The castle had a large tower at the front entrance and large walls five stories high. Four small towers were to the right of the front entrance. Other towers, some squat, others round and tall were spaced around the castle in an asymmetrical fashion. All of the towers had red-orange roofs; the castle walls were a light brown stone. The stone and the roof added to the archaic feel of the structure; it was a place where time stood still. It was a direct link to centuries of human existence. It was a link to the past that Watchers would take comfort in.
Directly in front of us, at the large front gate, were four men. They were wearing black clothing and dark sunglasses and looked as if they had watched too many spy movies. They weren’t visibly armed, but I could tell they had weapons. Despite their attempt at fierceness, they weren’t nearly as intimidating as the castle.
Spider whistled in appreciation when he saw the building. His eyes were full of wonder and he had trouble keeping his normal cool. The street kid had been replaced by a tourist.
“Now this is a place to live,” he said. “I think I’d like one.”
“I could get use to the view,” Alex agreed, looking behind to take in the opposite side of the bridge we were on.
I looked back as well and saw rows of small, stone houses and buildings backed by rolling mountains lit up with the colors of autumn. I didn’t recognize the mountain chain. Snow was on the peaks of the mountains and a cold wind blew around with wistful abandon. The sky was darkened by the night, but a thousand stars twinkled back at us. The others in our group were less impressed by the structure as Spider, Alex and me. They had seen castles before; they had probably even stormed a couple in their long lives. The magic of seeing one up close and personal had worn off. Too, I could sense they were all preoccupied by the meeting – even more than I was. Daniel, for one, had a distant look in his eyes. It was a look that told me he was trying to see the future. I wasn’t sure what good it would do him, not if Odette had seen whatever happened next before Daniel did.
I was more at ease than the others were. I trusted that if the meeting went bad, we could fight our way out. We always did. Not that I really expected there to be a fight. Odette had a vested interest in me. She would not want to fight after taking the time to bring me so far. Because of that certainty, I was more interested in the scenery than I was the meeting. I had seen all the mountain ranges in the U.S. several times over. None of them had held castles.
“Where are we?” I asked.
“Romania,” Serenity answered.
“Really?” I asked, looking around with more interest than before.
“Mmmhmmm,” Serenity said.
Her golden eyes were full of warmth as she looked around the castle. It was obviously home to her; a home she was glad to see again. Sara looked around as well. She had never been to the castle, but I sensed she was familiar with the country. She was probably familiar with all countries. Someone with her talent spent their life mastering places. Sara’s survey done, she looked at Reaper.
“Do you want me to wait here?” Sara asked.
“No. I have something I need you to take care of,” Reaper said.
He held out his hand and they shared a moment of wordless communication. She looked surprised, but she nodded. She disappeared with a friendly wave at us.
Serenity, with Mick and Eli at either side – like bodyguards – marched toward the guards without another word. The guards moved out of Serenity’s way and let the rest of us pass without so much as a word of greeting. They didn’t stare. They didn’t even act as if we were there. We were flies buzzing past in the dark. It was annoying. Spider turned and rolled his eyes at me, thinking along the same lines. I smiled at him and followed the others through the gate.
Beyond the guards was a courtyard. The stone of the courtyard matched the stone of the exterior. There were benches around the perimeter as well as wintered rosebushes. On the benches were people. They were gathered in pairs and in groups of three. The wind was cut off by the wall and a dry blanket of quiet surrounded the space. The conversations of the Watchers were hushed, adding to the sense of peace in the courtyard.
A large, heavy door was directly across from the gate we had walked through. It opened as we approached. A woman with short brown hair and an angular face stepped in to the doorway. She was wearing a pencil skirt and an elegant blouse that accentuated her slender figure perfectly. She held an electronic device in her hand. She tapped out something on the device then snapped her fingers and the device disappeared. One second it was there, the next it wasn’t. She finally looked at us, her demeanor cool and professional.
“Welcome to our home. Odette is expecting you,” she said to us.
Serenity smiled at the woman. I could not tell if it was a genuine smile or not. Serenity was too skilled at playing games to give away her secrets so easily.
“Ileana. Darling! When did you get back?” Serenity asked in a friendly voice.
“Yesterday,” Ileana said. “Finally got finished with that Russian pig. It took forever for him to give up his secrets. He swore he loved me, but he refused to trust me…He loved me all the way to the bottom of the Moskva River.”
“They always love us hard…and die misguided,” Serenity said.
“It’s the fun of the work,” Ileana said. She looked at the rest of us, her eyes showcasing a repressed curiosity. “Odette wished me to see you to the room of knights.”
“Of course,” Serenity said. “How is the council?”
“They are preparing,” Ileana said.
Alex and Spider had confused looks on their faces. Alex leaned in close to me.
“What are they saying?” she asked.
“Empty words,” I said. “Can’t you understand them?”
I wondered if she was still affected somehow by her change in to a Nightstalker. I was not aware of her having problems understanding people talking the last time she had changed, though I had never been around her when she had come out of the change. I had only ever seen her change from human to Nightstalker, not the reverse.
Daniel put a hand on my arm in a reminder. “You developed your gift for translation, remember? They’re speaking Romani. If you focus, you can hear the difference.”
“Oh…right,” I said, having forgotten that gift. It was rare I had to translate, as most of the people I knew had the same gift. “They’re just saying ‘hello,’” I added to Alex, knowing she would want to know. “And comparing people they’ve killed.”
“Kay,” Alex said.
Ileana and Serenity had finished their exchange, my words silencing them. They weren’t used to someone pointing out the subtext of their conversation in such a pointed manner. Ileana gestured for us to follow her.
We walked through the large door she had been blocking and in to a vaulted room. The ceiling was white and gold; rich tapestries hung along the wall. The room echoed with the sound of our passing. More rooms branched off from the main room, looking equally as large. People talked and carried on with their business with no heed to our arrival. They all wore professional clothing and had the air of important business. Ileana took us through the large room without pause and through a smaller, though still impressive, door. This door led to a hallway lined with narrow windows perfect for shooting arrows. The hall was long and wide and led only one place.
A wide, white door cut off the long hall. It was closed. Two guards stood in front of the door. The way they held themselves and their cold acceptance of their ultimately violent duties reminded me of another door I had faced down a hallway. Goosebumps erupted along my arms as I thought of Lorian and how my ‘meeting’ with him had gone. The door was pushed open by one of the guards as we approached. Ileana stopped next to the open door. She smiled briefly at Serenity.
“Let me know if you’re going to be around,” Ileana said. “We’ll catch up.”
“Of course,” Serenity agreed.
Serenity turned and gestured me forward. Her expression was demanding; it demanded that I obey. Daniel nodded reassuringly and released my hand. The others moved out of my way and let me join Serenity. She made me walk first in to the room.
The room was as large as the entrance room. It had white pillars supporting the ceiling and a long blue rug that ran the length from the door to a large U-shaped table. The floor and walls were stone; broad windows lit up the space. There were no other decorations in the room, beyond the large table. At the table were nine people. The people were all different in size and shape – their ethnicities spanned the continents. The only thing that made them seem similar to me was the sense of age in their faces and the sense of height they all shared. They were taller than most of the Watchers I had seen, almost as if their age had given them room to grow.
In the middle of the table was a woman. She was black, with a sharp face and strangely aware eyes. Her face was familiar. I had seen her in a voodoo shop in New Orleans. She had shown Alex and me kindness when kindness was hard to find. It was when we had taken to the streets to search for Daniel. She was the only one I recognized at the table. All of Daniel’s warnings were lost with the recognition.
“I’ve seen you before,” I told the woman.
The fact that I had seen her before didn’t make me trust her. It made me trust her less. My first impression of her had been a lie. She had deceived me.
“Yes,” she said in a voice very different from the one I had heard in New Orleans.
There was no accent, no hint of southern charm. I couldn’t hear her thoughts and her expression and body language were entirely different than when I had first seen her. The façade she had kept up, to keep me from recognizing her as Watcher, was gone. It was as if I was seeing her after a couple of lifetimes’ worth of change.
“May I introduce you to Odette?” Serenity asked me in a voice laced with respect.
“We’ve met,” I said.
“You’ve met Odette?” Daniel asked darkness in his eyes.
“In New Orleans. She was operating a Voodoo shop. She gave me a bag…a gris-gris,” I said.
Odette smiled at the mention of the bags she had given Alex and me.
“Did the gris-gris bring you luck?” she asked.
“Not really,” I said.
“But it did bring you a rescue from torture,” Odette said.
I frowned at her.
“I had a tracking device put in them. Just in case,” she explained.
I brushed aside the idea that she been tracking me. It was creepy but not as important as my second emotion. The way she claimed herself as my savior irritated me. She didn’t get to claim that. I had rescued myself.
“You didn’t rescue me,” I said.
Odette smiled. “This is true, but I did help facilitate your ultimate safety…after you jumped in to the ocean that is.”
“That was all Reaper,” I said.
“Why was Reaper at Lorian’s that day?” Odette asked as if she was my teacher and I was a particularly dense student.
“To rescue King, after King’s cover was blown,” I said.
“Why was King at Lorian’s?” she asked.
“To get inside information on Lorian’s operations, so Reaper could stop him,” I said.
“And who do you think made that suggestion to him?” Odette asked.
My eyes narrowed. I didn’t have that information and she knew it.
“It was suggested to Reaper by Serenity,” Odette said. “She gave Reaper a way in to Lorian’s organization. He took it eagerly.”
I looked at Reaper for the truth. The realization that he had been manipulated by Odette dawned in his eyes. He didn’t look happy about it. He shook his head at me, to show he hadn’t meant to play a part in her intricate plans. He hadn’t meant to serve her needs; he had simply done what he could to stop the war, and she had used that to her advantage. I turned back to Odette, feeling annoyed that she had not only manipulated me, but a friend.
“So, what?” I asked. “You put King’s life in danger just so Reaper could rescue me? How is that supposed to make me like you?”
Serenity eyes flashed with anger.
“Watch your tone,” Serenity warned me.
“I’ll watch nothing,” I said.
Serenity’s face hardened. Odette held up a hand to calm Serenity. Odette was not as bothered by my tone as Serenity.
“I appreciate your spirit,” Odette said. “It will help. It has already helped you through dark times.”
“Times you know nothing about,” I said.
“I know enough,” Odette said, reminding of her gift.
I thought about her words and the reason she would bring up what had happened at Lorian’s. She wouldn’t mention it without a good reason – the kind of reason that manipulated me in to a place she could use.
“Are you suggesting I owe you for your…‘help’?” I asked.
Odette shook her head at my words, while the others at the table looked at me in a way that affirmed my question. They all thought I did owe her. It was hard for them to hide the emotion. They had spent too long cloistered in their castle and had forgotten how to keep their faces impartial. Odette, on the other hand, was as impossible to read as Serenity.
“I’m suggesting that I have a vested interest in your safety…thinking otherwise is a waste of time. Your safety means more than any threat you think I may pose to you,” Odette said.
Her words startled me; it was as if she could hear my thoughts and had known the exact right thing to say. Her eyes shifted to Daniel. I sensed him tense. It was a subtle shifting – mental preparation for her coming words.
“Daniel…” Odette said softly. “It has been too long. The cause misses you.”
“I don’t miss the ‘cause’…or the meddling of the ‘cause,’” Daniel replied calmly. “Especially in my personal life.”
Odette was not pleased with his defiance. She expected more from him than she did me.
“You cannot escape my ‘meddling,’ as you put it,” Odette said. “Not when my goal is the longevity of mankind and Watcher-kind.”
“He has grown petulant since you led him to the girl,” an olive-skinned man at the table added.
“Love changes some people,” another man said.
“He is not petulant as much as he distrusts the endgame,” a woman said. “He has grown bitter to the game.”
“For good reason,” Daniel said. “You would see us all dead, if it meant you won the war you are waging,” he added to Odette.
“I would not,” Odette said. “But I cannot change what is written.”
Her words had a curious double meaning I was not sure I liked.
“Seeing what we see means exactly that,” Daniel said. “Change…it’s what we do. Pretending like you don’t spend your whole life trying to change what you’ve seen is a lie.”
“The change you speak of is often written with violence,” Odette said in that same calm voice. “To end one monstrous act, I must allow a lesser monstrous act. You would understand that if your gift was more profound…if you did not fear it quite so much.”
Her rebuke made Daniel angry; he did not like her suggestion that he held back out of fear or that there was such a thing as a ‘lesser evil.’ He was doing his best to hold the anger at bay, but he could not hide the emotion in his eyes. Darkness swirled on the edges; a subtle hint of dark in the green. I knew he held control over the emotion, but it was only a matter of time before he lost it. He would lose patience with her games soon enough. I moved to stop their conversation before he was forced across a line he could not uncross.
“I’m here,” I said, before he could respond to her words. “You want to tell me why you went to such extremes as sending Serenity to Alaska to get me here?”
Odette’s eyes switched to Serenity at my mention of her and the fight we had faced. They shared a look, where Serenity nodded in affirmation at the unasked question in Odette’s eyes, and then Odette looked at me again, pleased with whatever Serenity had agreed to. It was as if something had been confirmed – a piece of the endless puzzle of time had fallen in to place. More of her ‘meddling’ had been accomplished.
“I brought you here, because I want you to go see someone,” Odette said.
“Why?” I asked.
Odette leaned forward. Her brown eyes were intense. There was a hint of her power sparkling through the brown, enough to let me know she was not playing games. She was serious.
“May I speak with you in private?” she asked.
“You see the future, right?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“So you know that’s not going to happen,” I said.
“I can see that you and Daniel will speak to me in private,” Odette said. “That’s all I ask…the two of you, alone, with me.”
I looked at Daniel for his opinion. Daniel frowned and tried to see beyond the moment. He knew she would not ask such a thing without something profound in mind. Finally, his eyes bothered that he had come up with nothing he nodded. Jackson did not like the nod. He started to protest, but Daniel put a hand on his arm.
“It’ll be fine…trust me,” Daniel said.
Jackson shook his head at Daniel’s words but did not argue. The others had similar looks of protest on their faces, but they could see Daniel wasn’t in the mood to argue his decision. He wanted to speak with Odette, end the promise I had made, and leave. Odette turned to the others along the table.
“Excuse us, please,” Odette commanded.
The eight other people at the table had been expecting her command. Their eyes on us, they stood and filed out through the door. Serenity, Mick and Eli followed after them.
It took the others longer to leave the room. They were all looking for hidden dangers, not trusting what they saw in front of them. Finally, they, too, made their way back through the large doors. Alex hesitated at the door before leaving. Her blue eyes moved to Odette then back to me. It was a clue that Odette would not ask to speak privately without a reason that would shake me to my core. It was a warning I knew was accurate. Spider came back in to the room and put a hand on Alex’s arm. Alex let him guide her out of the room. When the door shut, Odette leaned back in her chair. Her face changed as she lowered her guard.
“I’ll cut to the chase, for Daniel’s sake,” Odette said.
“I appreciate it,” Daniel said.
Odette looked at me thoughtfully.
“When I was young and foolish, I made a mistake. My gift was new; I did not have the foresight I have now. There was a family. I saw in them a destiny stronger than I had ever seen before. One of their line would become the strongest Watcher in history.”
Daniel had told me this story – it was the prophecy that had pitted Lorian and Darian against each other. Daniel looked shocked that the prophecy had been Odette’s, but I was not as shocked. It made sense that the most powerful seer I knew had made the prophecy that had started the war. Odette nodded at my understanding.
“Yes,” Odette said. “It was my words that started the war. I had a vision and, instead of keeping it to myself, I shared it with those in the vision. They had saved my life – I thought it was only fair they knew. The results were disastrous, as you well know.”
“Why are you telling me this?” I asked.
“You need to understand the past so you can prepare for what is coming,” she said.
“You mean the end of the world?” I asked.
Odette sighed in agreement.
“There is a great shift coming. The world will be changed forever. Whether that means the end of time has yet to be decided…Many things must first come to pass. What we do now must balance the chaos that is coming.”
“Okay?” I said.
“You must learn Lorian and Darian’s history to fully understand your history and Marcus’ plans for you,” Odette said. “You must understand why he wants you, and how you will play in to the prophecy still unfolding before us.”
“Why don’t you stop talking in riddles and just tell me?” I asked.
Daniel laughed. Despite warning to watch what I said, he could not help but appreciate my inability to step lightly, even around the most powerful of Watchers.
“Everything has its place,” Odette said. “Even the truth.”
“So the truth is that you started the war…”I said. “How does that help us? Lorian and Darian are dead…Nemesis killed them.”
“Yes, Nemesis. It has been a long time since I’ve seen her,” Odette said.
“Did you…” I started to ask.
“Send her to kill Lorian and Darian?” Odette asked. “No. It was the brother’s own sister who did that. None other could have.”
“Lorian and Darian had a sister?” I asked.
“Yes. She was the youngest of a royal family. Their mother ruled a small country. The daughter was the crown jewel of the country… a beautiful guardian of the people. When the brothers each decided they were the one in the prophecy, it was her task to restore balance in her country. Killing her brothers proved impossible, though. They looked her as another threat to their power. After a year of brutal fighting, the brothers would not fall. They were too skilled at fighting...as trained as she was, she could not kill them. They were equal in their abilities. So, she sent up an offering – her life in exchange for her brothers’. She gave up her life to keep them from tearing the world apart. In exchange, Nemesis was to take their lives. But the brothers had come in to their inheritance. They had gone through their birthday and the change. The prophecy was true; they were two of the most powerful Watchers ever to walk the earth. They worked together just once after I shared the truth with them, to lock Nemesis in the world in-between. It was her prison, until you freed her.”
“And she killed Lorian and then Darian,” I said. “I remember. That ends the prophecy, though, right?”
“Not quite,” Odette said. “The sister had a child with a mortal man. She hid the birth from her family. The father and the daughter left their country and fled, to what is now France.”
“So her family is still out there…if her kid went to France with the father then the prophecy is still viable, right?”
“Correct. You must find the last of Lorian and Darian’s line,” Odette said.
“Do you know who it is?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“Then just tell me,” I said.
“You will doubt my truthfulness. You will wonder how I am trying to manipulate you. Daniel will council against my advice. You will listen to him, because you trust him.”
“That’s right,” I said.
“So…you must go to one whose impartiality no Watcher can doubt,” Odette said.
“Does someone impartial in our world even exist?” I asked. “Everyone wants something…even if it’s only peace.”
Her words had meant something to Daniel.
“You don’t mean the historian, do you?” Daniel asked.
Odette nodded once at his question.
“She won’t see us. She won’t see anyone. She’ll kill us on sight,” Daniel said.
“Not if you have her sword,” Odette said.
“Her sword, well, I’ll just go get that…” I said dryly. “You don’t think it’s on Craigslist, do you?”
“It is lost,” Odette said.
“Of course it is,” I said.
She pulled a piece of paper out her pocket. She unfolded the paper and pushed it toward the edge of the table. Daniel stepped forward, before I could, and picked up the paper. He looked at it for a short moment then handed it to me. His eyes were curious, but there was no recognition. It was just another sword to him. I looked at the drawing longer than he had. The paper was cracked and parched, the color was faded; it looked as if it had been ripped out of a textbook. A very old textbook. The sword itself was elegant and long. It had strange symbols on the hilt and length of the blade. Looking at it, I could sense a long history of violence. It was beautiful…and familiar. It was more familiar than I thought it would be when Odette had mentioned it.
I had seen the sword before.
The memory of when I had seen it swam in front of my eyes involuntarily. I had just saved Amanda, a girl from King’s Cross High School, and my cousin, from a freezing cold river. Cassandra, one of Marcus’ daughters had found me there and had taken me to an old bunker in the forest. It was there that I had come face-to-face with an old man holding a sword – not what I had expected from my time spent running from the Seekers. A shiver went down my spine as I remembered Sheriff Cobb turning to face me, sword in hand. It was the first time I had faced someone so ruthless, yet so totally insane.
“I know this sword,” I told Daniel, still looking at the paper.
Daniel was surprised. “How?”
“Sheriff Cobb had it,” I said. “He was playing with it when I first saw him in the cellar. I didn’t think anything about it. I just thought it was another antique. It’s there, buried under the rubble of that burnt structure.”
“How come he had it?” Daniel asked me.
“Maybe Marcus gave it to him,” I said. “He was with Marcus’ people.”
“He stole it,” Odette said.
“From whom?” Daniel asked.
“Clare’s grandfather,” Odette said.
“My grandfather?” I asked, surprised she would suggest such a thing.
My grandfather had nothing to do with the world of Watchers. It was unlikely, and ridiculous for her even to pretend as if he had or that he had somehow been given a sword by a Watcher old enough to know the same things Odette knew. Except…I remembered how I had found his book. It had been hidden away in boarded-up room. In that same room there had been a sword holder with no sword. It was possible my grandfather had been given the sword without knowing its significance, and Cobb, who had been way too aware of the world of Watchers, had stolen it. But how did he find the sword and not the book?
“The sword is an heirloom, you might say,” Odette said. “Given to your family a very long time ago. You must be the one to return it to its proper owner: the historian. She will respond by telling you the truth. Something for something. That is the way it works in our world.”
Daniel looked at Odette with a used expression on his face.
“Your ability to twist things to suit your needs is astounding,” he said. “When did you put that sword in a position for Clare to see it? Decades ago? Centuries?”
Odette’s smile was mischievous. It reminded me of Serenity. Or was it the other way around?
“You overestimate my ability to shift the events of the world. I only see what is meant to be…” she said.
“And manipulate the rest,” Daniel said.
Odette leaned forward again and clasped her hands in front of her. Her eyes were serious and her face was impassive. She had finished telling us the ‘truth.’ It was time to move the meeting along.
“Do you agree that the historian is an impartial source for the truth?” Odette asked.
Daniel was reluctant, but I sensed the truth on his face.
“I do,” Daniel agreed.
“Then you will listen to her. When you are ready, you will come back and we will talk about the future,” Odette said. Her eyes focused on mine. “We will talk about you and how you can serve the greater good.”
Daniel’s eyes flashed with anger. He was done with Odette’s ‘greater good.’ He took my hand and turned away from Odette, refusing to promise she would ever see me again, but Odette had more on her mind than just me. Before we could leave, she called across the space.
“I must speak with the others,” she said. “There are truths no less important than the one I shared with you, which I must share with them.”
Daniel stopped and looked at the wall for a brief second. I sensed him wanting to tell her there was no way in hell she would get to speak with them, but his trust in the others won out. He trusted they could handle her games…and it was not his place to decide for them.
“They can speak with you if they feel like it,” Daniel said. “The choice is theirs.”
He walked away without another word, rebuking her meddling with his pointed silence. He held the door open for me, and we left Odette to her room of splendor. He left the door open, and I looked back one last time. I could not help but be drawn to the sight of her; it was a curiosity I could not resist. She looked small surrounded by the vaulted wealth of the large room, but I had never seen someone look so impossibly determined. Her determination made her more powerful than all the years she had collected on earth. It also made her look lonely. Her determination came with a price. The ‘greater good’ as she had called it, had left her with an empire of soldiers and long years of catering to Lorian and Darian’s war-mongering – hiding the war that raged around humanity in the dark, atoning for a mistake she had made in her youth – but it had left her with few other comforts. Affection, peace…they were wasted on people less willing to appreciate the splendor of such things.
In that moment – though I would have never admitted it to Daniel – I understood her. I empathized with her. I could already feel the cost of the fight with Marcus wearing on me. It permeated every good moment. It was the tension that held me back from true happiness. But I had Daniel and the others to keep the darkness from consuming me. They kept me grounded in the present, instead of focused on the past and the seemingly insurmountable odds in front of us. She had no one.
I turned my back on the sight of Odette and walked out to the lofty corridor where the others were waiting impatiently to hear what she had said.
 




Chapter 7
 

The others did not take long to decide if they wanted to speak with Odette. They were all curious to see what she had to say. Odette spoke with everyone, except for Jackson and Margaret, who didn’t seem to merit her words of ‘wisdom.’
Daniel and I waited in the hall for the others to have their talk. After each meeting, which was held in private, the person Odette had talked with looked upset. No one looked more upset than Spider. He actually shook as he stepped out through the door.
“What’s wrong?” I asked. “What did she say?”
Alex looked up from where she was leaning against the wall; she had been doing her best to keep everyone from asking her the same thing. Asking her had been useless; she was locked down tighter than when I had asked about her emotions on Eli and Reaper. The others were spaced throughout the space. Jackson and Margaret were close to us, but the others maintained a more significant distance – distance that gave them room to think. Silence permeated the hall.
Spider shrugged at my question and kept his eyes on the ground. His whole body was a brick wall; he was shut down and unwilling to bring down his barriers. I put a hand on his shoulder, but he did not respond to the touch. I lowered my hand, even as I tried to catch his eye. I hadn’t seen him look so bothered since he had sold me out to Anna in the streets of New Orleans.
“Are we done here?” Reaper asked as I lowered my hand.
Reaper was pacing the hall. His normal sense of charm and cool awareness was gone. He was bothered, and he was having trouble hiding it.
“We’re done,” Daniel agreed.
“Then let’s go,” Reaper urged us.
“Just a moment more,” a voice added from the door.
Odette had finally moved away from the table. Serenity moved to her side. Odette put a gentle hand on Serenity’s arm, almost as if she were leaning on Serenity, though her eyes didn’t move from the group gathered in the hall.
“What is it?” Reaper asked.
“A favor. Take Serenity and Eli along with you on your journey.”
“I’m not certain…” Reaper started to decline the offer.
I knew his impending refusal was not just because he did not trust Serenity. Eli’s presence made him more uncomfortable than he was willing to admit. The man Alex had joined with was not a man Reaper happily trusted in combat and with his life. It was difficult to find trust around such burning emotions.
“If you do not take them along, they will be forced to follow you. Would it not be better to have them as part of your group, rather than causing mischief where you cannot keep an eye on them?” Odette asked.
Reaper looked to Daniel for his opinion. Daniel didn’t look happy, but he had the most experience dealing with Odette. He knew that she would do whatever it took to get her way. She was relentless.
“Only if you promise that I can kill Serenity if she double-crosses us,” Daniel said.
“You can try,” Odette said.
Serenity smirked at Odette’s words, liking her master’s faith in her abilities. Odette turned to Serenity and took her hands in a motherly gesture. They didn’t share words, but the gesture was enough. Serenity was perhaps the one person Odette had that kept the loneliness at bay. Odette dropped Serenity’s hands and turned to us again.
“Be careful on your journey,” Odette said. “The nine will be watching.”
We turned away from her without answering and walked the corridor back to the main room. As we walked, Reaper pulled out his phone and dialed a number. He talked to the person on the other end for a brief moment and hung up again. I knew he had just summoned Sara to pick us up.
Ileana was in the large front room when we walked back through. She was chatting to a group of people, all smiles and full of warmth. She called out to Serenity as we were passing.
“Out again?” she asked Serenity.
“Always,” Serenity said.
Ileana looked us over again. Her face told me she had heard about our meeting Odette in private. It was strange enough to merit more than a passing share of curiosity. The others were just as curious. There was something else…jealousy. They were eager to be the ones to escort us, instead of Serenity.
“Until next time, I suppose,” Ileana said.
“Behave,” Serenity said.
Ileana smirked and turned back to the group of people surrounding her. When we were outside, Jackson glanced at Serenity.
“Does the prodigal daughter have some competition?” Jackson asked.
“Ileana is not competition,” Serenity said. “I compete with no one. I do my duty.”
“Doesn’t it bother you a little that all those people were hanging on to her every word, while you’re stuck with us?” Daniel asked.
Serenity looked over her shoulder, at the large door we had passed through. There was regret, but also determination.
“Duty has its own rewards,” she replied.
Sara was waiting for us on the bridge. Her hands were tucked in to her pockets, and she held an air of being forced to wait for an eternity. Despite her impatient calm, her clothes were covered in soot and silver blood stained her black shirt.
“Get in another fight with your brother?” I teased her.
Sara looked down at her shirt. “No. Not enough blood, if that was the case.”
“Oh, right…” I said.
“Did everything go okay?” Reaper asked.
Sara nodded and pulled a thumb-drive out of her pocket. She handed it to Reaper then held out her hands to us. Reaper put the thumb-drive in to his pocket before taking her hand. Eli was the last one to touch her. When his hand connected, we were taken back through the world of moving darkness.
The party was still raging when we were set down in the galley. I could hear it over the sounds of the ship. Preacher and Daniel’s parents were sitting in a corner of the galley, talking quietly. They looked up when we appeared in front of them. Their faces showed their relief.
“It went well?” Beatrice asked.
“She wants us to see the historian,” Daniel replied. “She’s the key to understanding Clare.”
“She’ll kill you,” Beatrice said.
“We have a plan,” Daniel said.
He pulled the piece of paper out from his pocket and handed it to Beatrice. She looked at the sword for a long moment. There was no recognition, nothing beyond the knowledge that the sword wasn’t as normal as it appeared on paper.
Alex had walked around Beatrice and Han, also to look at the drawing. She snatched the paper from Beatrice’s hand the second she saw it. She had a different reaction. For the first time since Eli had made his surprise appearance, I saw genuine emotion on her face. It was excitement.
“This is the sword!” she said.
“Yeah…” I said.
“No, I mean, this is the sword!” she repeated. “The sword your grandfather was talking about in the book. It was given to your family from a great warrior the Michaels rescued. They sheltered her and gave her a place to hide after a fight left her wounded and on the brink of death. He mentioned the person having remarkable healing abilities. In return, she gave them this sword. Your grandfather went on and on about it,” Alex said. “The page with drawing was gone from the book, but this is definitely it. His descriptions were very accurate.”
“Your family sheltered the historian?” Daniel asked a frown on his face.
“I guess…” I said. “Why do you look so confused?”
“The historian is a legend…in battle, in intellect. There is no equal. She doesn’t just simply fall in battle.”
“Maybe she was having an off day,” I suggested.
Daniel shook his head at my words but did not argue. Reaper had more things on his mind than a sword. He turned to Serenity and Eli, who was listening to us talk. Reaper’s expression was one he reserved for business transactions and people he wasn’t sure were enemies or friends.
“Our deal was to bring you along, but that does not make either of you Saints. You are not my people. You do not have a say in what we do. You tag along. You fight, if you wish, but you are not trusted.”
“Darling, is that anyway to talk to an old friend?” Serenity asked.
“You are not an old friend,” Reaper said. “You are someone I have always been forced to tread lightly around. Not anymore. The Saints are not Odette’s playthings. We fight our own battles.”
I was surprised at his tone. Reaper was used to playing both sides of the table – it was how the Saints stayed under the radar. It was how they kept doing what they were doing. His words made me wonder what Odette had said to him.
Serenity’s mouth twitched at his words. It was as if she wanted to say something, perhaps tell him all the ways she could help, but she didn’t. She merely shrugged and, with a hand on Eli’s forearm, left the galley.
Daniel was smiling.
“That was refreshing,” he said to Reaper.
“Way sexy,” Jackson added.
“I’m tired of playing games,” Reaper admitted. “We have more serious things in play than her seductions.”
Alex looked up from the drawing at his use of the word ‘seduction.’ Reaper looked at me, though I knew he was aware of Alex’s look. I wondered if his treatment of Serenity had anything to do with Alex. It was possible.
“What now?” Reaper asked. “You mentioned a sword…”
“We have to go back to King’s Cross,” I said.
“And do some digging,” Daniel said.
“I could send my people,” Reaper suggested. “We could have the sword dug out in no time.”
“No!” I said. “I mean…I think only a few of us should go. We should keep things quiet…for now. I don’t know where this is going to take us.”
“Fine,” Reaper agreed. He looked at Daniel. “Do you know where the historian is?” he asked. “The last time I heard of her she was terrorizing cities across the world. But I am certain those stories were exaggerations.”
“The historian doesn’t terrorize. She never did,” Daniel said. “She’s in an abandoned mining town in Idaho now. She has cut off ties to all of our kind. She makes it clear that she doesn’t want visitors.”
“A silver mine?” Reaper asked carefully.
“Yes. You can see why our kind keep their distance,” Daniel said. “Getting trapped there would be death.”
“So, the plan is to get the sword, see the historian and save the world?” I asked.
“Something like that,” Daniel agreed.
“First, you rest,” Beatrice said. “You’ve had a long night…you all look like you need a long shower and time to collect your thoughts.”
“We’re fine,” Daniel said.
Beatrice eyed Spider, who was fighting his sleepiness now that he was back on the boat and the relative safety that implied. Alex looked wired, but the bags under her eyes and her emotional turmoil were as clear as day. I knew that she had to be battling a headache as well.
“Don’t argue with me, Daniel,” Beatrice said. “You need rest. The sword can wait until tomorrow.”
Beatrice’s tone was firm. There was no room for argument. Daniel didn’t try.
“Okay,” Daniel agreed.
Reaper sat down at the table and his laptop, to continue his work, but Beatrice was in full mom mode. Her edict had meant him as well.
“That means you, too,” Beatrice told Reaper. “Come on, everyone out.”
Reaper looked startled at her command. No one bossed him around like that, not even me. Beatrice forced Reaper to stand – he had found a smile around his surprise – and forced us all out of the galley. We separated in the hall and went to our rooms. I sat down on the bunk and waited for Daniel to join me. He sat down, just as wired, just as anxious to be moving.
“We could go get the sword without telling anyone,” I suggested as his foot started to beat out an irregular rhythm.
“What do you want to do, fly there?” he asked.
I shrugged. “I moved through the in-between space again when I was trapped. I think if I tried hard enough I could figure it out.”
“You usually can’t use your gifts, unless you’re in danger.”
“Thanks for pointing that out,” I said.
“I didn’t mean it like that,” Daniel said.
“I know,” I said.
Daniel sighed. “We should wait. The others are just as invested in our search.”
“Yeah…” I agreed. “What do you think was on that thumb-drive Sara gave to Reaper?” I asked.
“He had Sara go back to the building in Alaska. Reaper and I figured out that Serenity wouldn’t blow up the building for no reason.”
“You figured that out, did you?” I asked.
“Yep. So, Sara went back to see if there were any computers that survived the explosion. Turns out, there was. She downloaded the data.”
“You talked about this with Reaper?” I asked.
“Yeah,” Daniel agreed.
“And what are we going to do with that information?” I asked.
“I don’t know yet. Reaper is going to take a look at it and see.”
“Wonderful,” I said.
I looked around the bland room to collect my thoughts. There was very little to help focus my thoughts. The only belongings I had were stacked in the corner. My guitar was the tallest of those things. I focused my eyes there.
“So…Odette, huh?” I asked.
“Yep,” Daniel agreed.
“Why do you think she’s really sending us to this historian? For real?”
“To fight,” Daniel said.
“Fight the historian?” I asked.
“No. Fight more effectively. Odette wants us to be the sword that strikes down Marcus. The historian knows things…training Watchers have forgotten. Odette figures the historian will show you those things.”
“She’s hoping the historian will take me under her wing?” I asked.
“I think so.”
“What if she doesn’t?” I asked.
Daniel shrugged. “Then at least we will get the truth from her.”
I nodded and went back to staring at the guitar. My thoughts were on a different demon.
“My birthday is in three weeks,” I said.
“I know,” Daniel agreed quietly.
“I’m scared,” I admitted.
“Why?” he asked.
“What if I change and nothing happens? What if I change and everything happens? I’m scared that if nothing happens I’ll be the same person – a liability to what we’re doing. The girl who runs the risk of getting caught and tortured for doing nothing beyond breathing. I’m scared that if everything changes, I’ll be a completely different person. I’ll be something foreign…”
“Like me?” Daniel asked.
“No…yes…maybe,” I said. “You’ve learned to focus on your humanity. A lot of the others haven’t. They’ve lost touch. I don’t want to lose touch.”
“I won’t let that happen,” Daniel said.
I sighed at his words. I knew I was being irrational, but I couldn’t help the feeling that he wouldn’t be around always to keep me grounded. I had to keep my own sense of balance.
“I know,” I said.
He knew my second worry. The part where the change was supposed to be painful. It permeated every conversation we had, even when we didn’t mention it.
“I’m going to be there every second of the change,” Daniel said. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you…”
“I’m going to hold you to that promise,” I said.
“I think I know what you need,” Daniel said with a smile.
I thought I understood the smile. I thought I had seen it enough times to know. I was wrong.
“Let’s go somewhere,” he said. “Not to get the sword…but off the ship.”
“What about Beatrice’s command to rest?” I said.
“We’ll sneak,” Daniel said with a coy smile.
“Sneaking sounds like a lot of work,” I said.
“Neither of us can sit still,” Daniel pointed out.
“That’s true,” I said. “But I don’t want to cross Beatrice.”
“You can live through a scolding,” he said. “You’ve lived through worse.”
“Maybe not the best way of encouraging me,” I said.
“We can go somewhere no one will find us,” Daniel suggested. “Just for the night.”
“Where?” I asked.
Daniel smiled. “I know a place. Do you think you could take us there?”
“I don’t know…” I admitted.
“We can try and find out,” Daniel said. “The only way to get rid of your fear is to practice.”
“Do you want me to practice burning people alive as well? Cause that’s the only other talent I’ve managed more than once.”
“Only if you aim in the right direction,” Daniel said.
“Fine. But you’re taking the fall if Beatrice finds out,” I said.
“Done,” Daniel agreed.
He stood and pulled me to my feet. His eyes urged me to lower my mental shield and let him in to my thoughts. I did and felt the crushing pull of his thoughts surrounded mine for a brief second. The pull lifted and his thoughts turned gentle. An image rose in my mind without me consciously thinking about. The image was peaceful and serene; it was something I had never seen the likes of, except for in the movies.
I closed my eyes and focused on the image. I focused on the colors and the details Daniel had imprinted in my mind. I tried to find the same emotions that had carried me through the last walk through the in-between. It was true that I didn’t have the chaotic emotional state of being trapped by a wall of rock, but the image drew me in. It urged me to be a part of the picture.
I was more than a little surprised when the lights of the ship stopped abruptly and the darkness of the in-between formed around me. The surprise made me falter. The image wavered. I realized what would happen if I let go of the image. Daniel and I would be trapped. Even as I had a moment of panic, I felt the weight of him on my hand. He was counting on me to get him safely to the place he had left in my brain. I couldn’t let him down. I urged the image back in to my mind and focused hard on the destination. The world around me started moving in a rush of darkness. I was actually doing it…I had managed to find the strength outside of a life-or-death situation. Pride surrounded my being as I walked in the dark. The pride distracted me from the fear of failure.
Finally, the darkness cleared. I opened my eyes to bright sunshine. The sun was warm. There was only a subtle hint of autumnal winds brushing the landscape in front of me. Nothing like the ship we had just left. Large trees as tall as some buildings in New York were below us. We were standing on top of an ancient structure rich in detail. It was beautiful, in a dark way, though I expected Lara Croft to come busting out of the sealed doors below us at any second.
“Where are we?” I asked.
“Burma, well…Myanmar, really,” Daniel said.
“Oh.”
“Not very many people come here,” he said. “It’s been left to the elements.”
I looked down at the overgrown trees and the vines that were crawling up one side of the building. Other buildings were spaced throughout the wildlife, but none of them was as tall as the one we were standing on. The trees had all but obscured the very tops of the buildings.
“I can see that,” I said.
Daniel sat down on the building and let his feet dangle over the edge.
“What do you think?” he asked.
“It’s beautiful. Kind of sad, but beautiful,” I said.
“So…like you,” Daniel teased me.
“Some days,” I agreed.
I joined him on his ledge and looked out over the trees. Daniel claimed my hand the second I sat down. We sat in silence for a long moment. I stared out over the trees, feeling better than I had on the boat, but still bothered. Odette’s words circled my head. She had seemed so certain about everything she had said. There was no doubt in her mind that a great shift was coming. But did that mean a shift for the better? Was it possible that all her manipulation meant we actually stopped Marcus? Even if we stopped Marcus, what did that mean for me? What did that mean for the world? Was stopping him the key to stopping the world from ending? I couldn’t be sure. No one had said.
All I knew was that Marcus was hell-bent on being the most powerful Watcher on the planet. That was enough clue to know taking him out wouldn’t hurt our plans. But we still had no idea what he was planning. The dream I had, of the world erupting in to flames, came back with alarming detail. I could actually feel the flames. It felt so real; it felt likely that he was doing his best to create chaos. What worried me the most was the fact that, despite the brothers being out of the picture, Marcus had not moved; he was silent. There had been no hint he was bothered by their deaths at all. What was he waiting for?
“Penny for your thoughts?” Daniel asked.
I let the worry drop away and gave a small smile. “I’m brooding. Can’t you tell?”
“Not really. You just sort of looked like you were thinking about a difficult math problem.”
“I don’t think about those,” I said. “Not unless I have to.”
“Want to tell me about it?” he asked.
“I was just wondering what Marcus was waiting for. I expected him to jump on the chance to take over the world now that Darian and Lorian are gone. There’s just been radio silence.”
“It’s possible that he’s waiting for something specific to happen before he moves,” Daniel said.
“That doesn’t make me feel better.”
“Me either,” Daniel admitted. “But that’s why, first thing in the morning, we’re going to find that sword and go see the historian. To head off whatever Marcus has planned.”
“Like that’s possible,” I said.
“Of course it is,” Daniel said.
“He’s been a step ahead of us this whole time,” I said. “He’s got planning on top of planning.”
Daniel shook his head. “If he was that on top of things, he would have captured you the first time he tried. He would have foreseen you kicking serious butt and made plans for that. He would have made plans to stop us from rescuing Han, Beatrice and the other scientists.”
“I guess so…”
“We’re just going to have to be patient,” Daniel said. “Proactive…but patient.”
I wrinkled my nose. “Patient…”
It came out like a curse word.
“Try not to let the concept overwhelm you,” he said.
“I’ll try.”
“Clare…” Daniel said in a would-be innocent voice.
“Yes, Daniel?” I asked.
“What’s the key for?” he asked. “The one King gave you…What’s it for?”
“It’s a surprise,” I said, without looking at him.
I knew his eyes were begging for the truth. If I looked in them, I would give in. I saw Daniel frown out of the corner of my eye. He wasn’t used to secrets; he wasn’t good at not knowing.
“Come on. Seriously. What is it?” he asked.
“What was it that you were saying about patience?” I asked.
“I’ve since changed my mind,” Daniel said.
“That was thirty seconds ago,” I pointed out.
“I know,” he said.
“I’m not telling you,” I said.
“Why?” he asked.
“Because it’s a big deal and I want my timing to be right. The middle of a war doesn’t seem like good timing.”
Daniel waved his hand in a gesture that was meant to take in the beautiful landscape.
“What place is better?”
“Is that why you brought me here?” I asked.
“No…”
His tone gave away his lie. He hadn’t brought me there entirely to get the secret out of me, but it had certainly been on his mind.
“Liar,” I said.
“Yes,” Daniel agreed.
I looked out over the horizon again. This time a different problem – one that was easier to talk about because it was less of a secret – reared up in my head. It wasn’t one I was afraid to mention. I knew it was better to air it in the light of day, so we could face it properly.
“What are we going to do about Eli?” I asked Daniel.
“Kill him in his sleep,” Daniel suggested easily.
I laughed.
“He doesn’t sleep,” I pointed out.
“Then, we live with him until all of this is over, and we can go our separate ways,” he said.
“I liked the first one better,” I replied.
Daniel sighed. “I know how you feel about him. I don’t know him like you do, but I feel a lot of the same things you do. He abandoned Alex and the kids and that’s not something I take lightly. His treatment of Alex is also just plain mean…but his presence is a necessity.”
“Because Odette said so?” I asked.
“No,” Daniel replied. “Because keeping an eye on him is easier than wondering if he’s going to appear when we least expect it and cause problems.”
“He already did that,” I said.
“Once is enough, don’t you think?” Daniel asked.
“I think Reaper should reinstate the arena rule just for Eli. I’d love to see the two of them duke it out biblical style.”
“That’s because you’re a romantic,” Daniel said.
“Come again?” I asked.
“You want to see Reaper and Eli fight to the death for Alex’s affection,” Daniel said. “It’s very Austenian of you.”
“Did you just make up a word to insult me with?” I asked.
“No,” he replied. “The word is real.”
I sighed as I thought about the situation.
“I’m just worried about Alex. She won’t talk about it, but I see it. I mean, how would you feel if I was determined to hate you?” I asked.
“I don’t think I’d like to think about that,” Daniel said.
“He’s nothing more than a distraction…to all of us. Even Reaper is distracted by his effect on Alex. Reaper can’t be distracted like that.”
“He’s no worse than Serenity,” Daniel said. “Having her around is like keeping a scorpion in your pocket. Eventually you’ll get stung.”
“There will be a fight eventually,” I said. “If not Reaper, then Spider…my guess is that Spider gets to him first,” I said.
“I pity anyone who stands in that boy’s way,” Daniel said with a smile.
“What do you think Odette said that shook Spider up so bad?” I asked.
“I don’t know. Maybe she told him about the end of the world,” Daniel said. “You should ask him.”
“Spider won’t tell…not unless he wants to,” I said.
“Ask anyway,” Daniel said.
I nodded in acceptance of his advice and gripped his hand tighter. I was eager to let the past go for the brief time we had away from the boat and the drama that seemed to circle it. There would be time enough for worrying later.
“I will bet you a hundred of your dollars that you can’t jump to that tree over there,” I pointed to a tree across from us.
“That doesn’t seem fair somehow,” Daniel said.
“Why? Cause you’re scared you can’t make it?” I asked.
“No, cause if I lose I’m out two hundred bucks,” Daniel said. “And if I win, I gain nothing.”
“Details!” I said. “Don’t chicken out just cause of the facts.”
Daniel chuckled and jumped to his feet.
“I’ll play, but only because I know I’ll win,” Daniel said.
“Words!” I scoffed.
His smile was boyish and charming as he looked down at me. Then, without looking, he jumped off the building. His aim was perfect. He landed in the tree, shaking leaves off the highest branches. The whole tree rattled with his hit. He used his momentum to gracefully spin and face me, his arm extended in a gesture that took in the landscape. The movement was perfect and entirely like him.
“Anything else?” he called.
“I bet you can’t jump back,” I said with a laugh.
Daniel looked at me in consternation. Jumping up and defying gravity was a lot harder than using gravity to his advantage. I laughed again at the look on his face and felt some of the emotional dread of the day drain away. Everything would be okay as long as we had the laughter and each other.
 

When we got back to the boat, I knew we were in trouble. We had spent the day – or night, depending on your location – laughing and exploring the ruins of the temple. It was more than a little fun and the biggest distraction I had in a long time. We were still laughing about our adventure as I landed us in our shared room. Despite our stealthy departure and arrival, our presence had been missed.
“I looked for you.”
Daniel and I, our laughter still in the air, turned to the bunk. Alex, her blue eyes annoyed, was sitting with the book next to her. It looked as if she had just shut the book. Her eyes x-rayed us in a way that sent tremors of fear down my spine. It was the sort of fear that wondered how angry she really was – screaming angry, or tear out my throat, after turning in to a Nightstalker, angry. She crossed her arms and let the look hover in the space between us for a moment.
“I looked for you everywhere…” Alex continued “but you were gone. I thought maybe you had fallen overboard. Or had been kidnapped…again. Or Serenity had disappeared you for a reason I couldn’t understand. I was very worried.”
Daniel and I looked at each other. His eyes were full of guilt and shame. He didn’t like being caught any more than he liked the worry he had caused. I could tell that he wasn’t sorry for the break from the ship, though, no more than I was.
“I didn’t mean to worry you,” I said. “We didn’t think anyone would come looking for us with Beatrice’s lockdown.”
Alex pursed her lips at my explanation. Her face hadn’t lost its hard edge, but her eyes were less intense. My apology had taken some of the bite off her anger, but she wasn’t done making us feel guilty.
“I would tell you how much your sudden disappearance bothered me, particularly after what happened in the cave, but I am not certain that would change anything,” she said. “It doesn’t seem like you really care.”
“Ohhh, that was good,” I complimented her. “Right to the quick…”
“Thanks,” she said, a smile appearing on her face as suddenly as the dawn. “Where did you go?”
“A temple,” I said.
“Oh. Great. I got to worry, while you went and prayed.”
She shook her head in irritation, but then the reason she had come searching for us won out over everything that she had been worried about with our departure.
“I thought you would want to know that I found something new in your grandfather’s book,” she added.
“What?” I asked.
She picked the book up and let it fall open. It went straight to a placeholder she had tucked between the pages.
“I was looking at the story of that historian lady again when I found it. I read the story then I just kinda flipped to the back on a whim.” She held the book out to me. “Your grandfather got tired of writing long-dead history. He went more modern.”
I took the book she was offering me. The weight of it was significant, but the weight wasn’t what struck me. The text was different. It was less fancy and concerned with appearance. It had been sprawled on the thick parchment with sloppy handwriting that looked like Ellen’s when she was in a rush.
I read the words eagerly.
“My search for my family history has led me to Israel. I was contacted by a man who works for the government, after I sent a letter requesting information. He was very informative and promised to aid me in my search. He said he, too, is on a quest to uncover certain genealogical truths. I did not understand what he meant by that, but a fellow researcher of the truth is a brother in arms, in my opinion. The man is known as Jacob. He sent me records as far back as the 8th century. I was impressed by his record-keeping skills. I am still going through the notes and the copies of the documents he sent me, but it is apparent that Michaels did live in Israel for an extended period of time. How far back our line goes is a mystery. I cannot understand how the Michaels name has remained unchanged. It has to be an Anglicized form of the name, yet I cannot find any variations. It is as if the name has always been ours…without any variation. I am certain the new documents will provide the answers I seek. Cobb is coming by shortly. I’m certain he will be pleased at my findings. He has taken a marked interest in my research of late, no doubt because it was discovered the Michaels were the original founders of King’s Cross and that his family has ties to mine. We shared a great, great aunt on my father’s side. It is nice to have an ally in the search.”
There was another entry dated two weeks later, below the first.
“Our family has more ties to foreign countries than I had previously thought. The documents Jacob sent me have proven illuminating. I have been immersed in them like nothing in my life. There is so much history there. A pattern is beginning to emerge, a pattern of my family. My wife has grown concerned at my obsession with my family history of late, but I cannot let it go. It consumes me. The documents…they hold the truth. I know it.”
Another entry, a week later.
“I have discovered something I had not previously known. The Michaels have a longer history in Israel than I thought. The 8th century was not the first time we visited the area. There are records suggesting our family was there before the birth of Christ! I am not sure how Jacob found such records, but it is very exciting. It seems that the 8th century Michaels where plagued with more than a fair share of problems. Their stay was not long.”
Another entry three weeks later.
“My wife has fallen sick lately. I have not had as much time for research. Cobb has come by many times to see how I have progressed. I have noticed a change in him. It is as if he is younger, less weighted down by the years. I will have to ask him his secret. He brought his cousin, Nicolas, with him and his daughter, Amanda. I feel tied to the girl…her mother was a cousin of mine. The girl will be beautiful when she grows up. I just hope she will not be like her parents…”
“It goes on and on,” Alex interrupted my readings. “About fifty pages worth. I only got to the third one when I realized you would probably want to see it for yourself. Then, I couldn’t find you…and, well, you know the rest.”
“I already apologized. What do you want, for me to beg for forgiveness?” I asked.
“Yes,” she said.
I set the book on the bed and got on my knees in front of her. I took her hands in mine and looked up at with all the pleading I could manage.
“Please forgive me? Pretty, pretty please, find it in your heart to forgive my unforgivable trespass?” I asked.
Alex’s expression turned lofty. “I’ll think about it.”
“Forgive what?” Beatrice asked from the doorway.
Daniel and I looked at each other, then at Alex. Beatrice had commanded us to stay on the ship. What would she do when she found out we had left? Beatrice was all warmth and loving tenderness, but from the look on Daniel’s face, I could tell she was not above wrath when she was disobeyed. And, while Daniel was a world-class liar, I got the feeling he didn’t like to lie to Beatrice. Alex saved us from the lie; she was not as shy about lying to Beatrice as we were.
“Clare insulted the Breakfast Club,” Alex lied easily. “She was begging for my forgiveness.”
“Oh, I see,” Beatrice said, accepting the lie easily.
Beatrice stepped in to our room, leaving the door open so that there was space to stand. Her eyes roamed around the room in a quick survey. Her warm eyes filled with worry as she looked at us.
“I wanted to check on you, before you left to find the sword,” Beatrice said.
“You don’t want to come?” I asked.
“I think there are plenty of others eager to help,” Beatrice said. “And I’ve had enough excitement this century.”
“That’s fair,” I said.
Beatrice looked at Daniel. “I know telling you to ‘be careful’ is a meaningless Mom thing to say but…”
“I will,” Daniel promised.
Beatrice smiled hopefully and nodded. She touched Daniel on the cheek in parting. She turned away, but stopped in the door. Her back to us, she had one last thing to say.
“And next time you decide to disappear without permission, tell Alex,” Beatrice said. “Her pacing down the corridor was very distracting.”
Daniel and I shared a guilty look, while Beatrice left the room, her words lingering in the space between us. Alex stood; she was having trouble keeping the smirk off her face.
“I’m going to take a shower, then eat something, then we can go rescue a sword,” Alex said.
“Okay,” I said.
She left, closing the door behind her.
“Let’s not do that again for a while,” I said.
“Yep,” Daniel agreed. He looked around the room. “I think we should shower and get ready as well. It’s going to be a long day.”
I nodded in agreement. The day ahead had all the earmarks of being difficult. Searching for a sword that may or may not be burned to ash was not the best way to begin a task. The search was likely to result in nothing more than disappointed hope. I wasn’t sure what we would do if we couldn’t find the sword and were forced to trust in Odette completely. Daniel, for one, would never have it.
After we were clean again, we met in the cafeteria. I was the last one to arrive. Reaper and Spider were sitting at a table with Daniel, Jackson and Margaret. Alex was in the corner talking to Beatrice and Han. Serenity and Eli were at a table as far away from the others as possible. Serenity had taken Reaper’s words seriously. She didn’t try to flirt or take advantage of her sexuality. She merely watched the others talking and laughing. In her eyes, I saw something I had never seen before: jealousy. She was jealous of something. Was it the sense of family that swirled around the room and connected everyone but her and Eli?
“Finally,” Spider said when he saw me. “We’ve been waiting forever.”
I ignored him. “Are we ready?” I asked the group.
“We’ve been ready, doll,” Spider said.
I felt a presence behind me. I shifted out of the way of the door and Sara moved past me. She looked rushed, as if she had five places to be at once. She held out her hands without any preamble and urged us with an impatient sigh to hurry up. As she waited, I heard her muttering under her breath about needing a pay raise and being underappreciated.
“Where are we going?” Reaper asked as the others moved to take Sara’s hand.
“The bunker,” Daniel said.
Sara held out her hand to get a picture to place with Daniel’s words. Daniel shared the image of the spot and took his hand away. Daniel came to me and laced in fingers in mine. He looked at Han and Beatrice, saying ‘goodbye’ in a glance.
The others looked at us oddly, wondering why we were not hitching a ride with Sara. I smiled at them, proud to have mastered one thing about my increasingly weird talents, and focused on the ruined remains of the bunker. It wasn’t difficult to imagine the place. I had seen it enough in my nightmares.
I pulled in a deep breath and let my mind search out the place I had never wanted to see again in my life. The shift between light and dark was easier than before. I walked the darkness, the feeling of Daniel on my hand the only thing that kept me moving forward.
 




Chapter 8
 

Tall trees arched over our heads. A bitter wind blew through the forest, rattling the tops of the trees but leaving the forest floor barely touched. Rain dripped from the sky, wetting everything in its path with a fine mist. The sound through the trees as a thousand drips came from the branches was deafening. My boots kept the moisture at bay. Alex hugged her arms around her chest at the cool wind and the wet rain. None of us had thought to bring our jackets. After Alaska, we had assumed North Carolina would be warm.
In front of us were the ruined remains of the bunker. The ground was sunken in. Concrete was piled in the hole. Fresh leaves, dirt and branches were scattered over the top of the concrete, hiding the worst of the rubble from view. Around the edges of the bunker were different marks, almost like tools had dug in to the ground. I looked at the marks in concern. Had someone been digging?
“We should have brought shovels,” Alex said, not noticing the marks.
“We won’t need them,” Reaper said confidently.
He jumped in to the hole the concrete was covering. As he did, he took off his jacket. He didn’t offer it to Alex, but I saw him flick his eyes in her direction. His glance was lingering as he set the jacket on a rock, off the ground and away from the moisture. It was a subtle hint for her to take it. She ignored his obvious invitation as we all moved to the hole to help.
Sara looked at the rubble with a frown. “I could try to walk to the room down there,” she suggested. “I just need a visual.”
“If it’s caved in, it’s suicide,” Reaper declined her offer. “We’ll do it the hard way. Why don’t you go back to the ship and get some rest? The others shouldn’t have any missions until tomorrow.”
He had heard her grumbling complaints. He knew she was looking for a break.
Sara looked at us as we started lifting rocks out of the hole. Her face was thoughtful. She didn’t take long to think.
“I’ll help,” she said.
She jumped in to the work without waiting for a reply from Reaper. Reaper didn’t argue with her; he was too focused on moving rocks.
Alex, Spider and I had to take breaks from the lifting but the others were like machines. They lifted rock after rock without any hint to the backbreaking work I knew they were doing. I envied their limitless strength and endurance. I wished again for my body to adapt to that special talent, instead of ones I barely had control over.
After a couple of hours of backbreaking effort, the hole had transformed. Rocks and rubble were thrown to the side of the hole, wherever there was room, and getting in and out of the hole was harder. Despite our progress, the bottom room remained untouched.
“This is going to take forever,” Spider complained, stopping to rest again. “Even with super-humans.”
“It would go faster without your complaints,” Eli said.
The aura of joking camaraderie we had built up switched to a tension-filled silence. Daniel and Reaper glared at Eli while the others looked between Eli and Reaper, seeing if there was going to be another fight. Spider’s face was a contrast of hurt and the desire of violence. He wanted a fight. But a fight was the last thing we needed. Fighting between ourselves just wasted time. I wasn’t happy about Eli’s presence, but he was necessary right now. He was part of Serenity’s deal to help us. And I felt her help would mean world’s more than his. She had probably only brought him along to irritate us. Before Reaper could act out the fire highlighting his silver eyes, I turned to Eli.
“Can I talk to you for a minute?” I asked Eli.
Eli looked at me. His eyes were suspicious. He thought I meant ‘fight’ instead of ‘talk.’
“I’m not really asking,” I said. “You either talk to me or Reaper takes out his aggression on your face again.”
Eli glanced at Serenity for permission. She nodded once at the unasked question in his eyes, and then went back to lifting stones. I pulled myself out of the hole and walked down the mountain. Eli followed me. I walked until I could not hear the shifting of the rocks, which was quite a ways. I wasn’t eager for the others to overhear me, or come running if my words backfired. Part of me was hoping I would make Eli mad enough to attack me, another part of me wanted to understand where he was coming from.
We were at a small dirt road barely big enough for a car when I finally stopped to face him. He stopped walking abruptly and looked at me with narrowed eyes.
“You don’t get to come back here and act like you are acting,” I told him. “You don’t get to mutter insults under your breath or tell Spider what to do. You left. You left the kids when they needed you most. You abandoned Spider and Alex, because of your prejudice. They’ve had enough pain and hurt for you to continue to cause them hurt.”
He looked as if he was going to scoff at my words, but I stopped him.
“You didn’t see the aftermath,” I said. “You have idea the pain you left in your wake. Every time Alex has to see you, the pain is worse. The same goes for Spider. You need to grow up.”
“Grow up?” Eli asked in a deadly quiet voice.
“That’s what I said,” I replied.
“What do you know about ‘growing up’?” he asked me. “You spend your life being rescued by people stronger and better.”
“Your insults would mean more if they were true,” I said. “But you should know that you’re really starting to sound like people who work for Marcus. No one is better than anyone else. Your prejudice is making you think backwards.”
“Quit saying that,” Eli said. “I’m not prejudiced. I fight evil. That’s all.”
My eyebrows lifted in to my hairline. “You hate Alex because of what she can turn in to. No other reason. She’s far from evil, yet you still hate her.”
“I don’t hate her,” Eli said in a voice barely heard, even with my super-hearing.
“Well, you are doing a great impression of it,” I retorted. “You’re the one who left her after the joining. She didn’t leave you. She didn’t abandon you to emotions she couldn’t reconcile. If you had stayed, she would have tried to work it out. She would have loved you like you have never been loved before. But you didn’t stay. You ran away.”
Eli’s face had lost the impassive quality I was used to seeing. His whole being shook with his emotion.
“I left because of her!” he said in a voice that was almost a cry. “I left to keep from killing her!”
“What does that mean?” I asked.
“After you left to go find her, I went back to my father’s study to think. Near dawn, a Nightstalker appeared on my roof. My first thought was not of Alex, and what I had seen, but of the enemy. I attacked the creature. We fought. I broke the thing’s arm. It howled in pain then…it turned in to Alex. I was…not prepared for that. There’s no way I can describe to you how it felt to know that I had hurt her, regardless of her shape at the time. You cannot even begin to understand.”
“So what? You left to keep from fighting her again?” I asked.
“My hatred of Nightstalkers clouds my judgment,” Eli admitted. “What if there was another misunderstanding? Another fight I couldn’t control? Killing her would kill me. I couldn’t stay…I didn’t want to leave, but it was my only option beyond hurting her again. Serenity gave me a way to channel the anger. It’s a good way.”
I felt some of my anger drain away at his words. I didn’t like what he was saying, but I understood his logic. I would feel the same way if I had attacked Daniel in so dramatic a manner. The fight Eli had with Alex was the sort of fight that changed you; it had to. He had left to keep from hurting her again, to protect her. It was the sort of protection I didn’t like, but I couldn’t deny the emotions implicit in the act. He had left, thinking he was doing the best thing for everyone. I hit Eli on the chest.
“You’re an idiot!” I told him.
He looked taken aback by my words. His hand moved to his chest as if my blow had actually hurt him.
“I can’t undo what I did,” Eli said with a sad shrug.
“That’s right,” I agreed.
I looked over my shoulder in the direction of the others. The look made me think of Alex and Reaper. Despite the tension they shared lately, there was something special between them. It was the sort of ‘special’ that went beyond her ability to change in to a Nightstalker or what that meant for their future. Reaper and Alex could be there for each other in a way Eli could never dream to be her. As far as I was concerned, Eli had lost his chance.
“I don’t agree with the choice you made. I think there were other ways to handle it. But now that you are back in her life, you don’t get to come in between Reaper and Alex,” I said. “Your ship has sailed.”
“Is there something between them?” Eli asked.
“Sort of…there will be…if you don’t get in there and stir up a hornet’s nest in Alex’s head.”
Eli nodded in understanding.
“And stop making comments to Spider. Either talk to him and explain yourself or don’t talk to him at all. He’s hurting, too, though he won’t show it to you. You were his brother, someone who would never abandon him and…”
“I left without a word,” Eli said. “I know. I get it. I’m not stupid.”
“No, just dumb,” I said.
The sound of tires on the road distracted us from our conversation. We had been so wrapped up in our discussion that we had not noticed the distinct sound cut through the forest. We both turned to look as an SUV with police lights on top rounded the corner of the road. Branches slapped against the edge of the SUV as it made its way up the mountain. Eli and I exchanged a look as the SUV slowed down at the sight of us. The thoughts from the driver were loud after spending so long surrounded by people whose thoughts I could not hear. I put up a wall to block him automatically. It was a mistake.
The driver put the SUV in park and got out, gun in hand. I recognized the driver. It was Chuck. He had been elected sheriff after Cobb had ‘gone missing.’ Chuck was round all over and had the sort of face that was always smiling, even when he was not trying to appear jolly. Sweat was beaded on his forehead, despite the cold. He pointed his gun at me, his eyes flicking between Eli and me with the training of a seasoned cop.
“Show me your hands!” Chuck demanded.
I held up my hands, proof that I was not going to attack him.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“Clare Michaels…you are under arrest for the murder of Sheriff Cobb,” Chuck added.
“Chuck…” I started to protest, a cold knot forming in my stomach at his words.
How on earth could he know that I had killed Cobb? There was no way. There was no way he could know without having been there. Cobb’s body had been burned beyond recognition. No one living had seen what I had done – no one beyond Daniel.
“Put your hands behind your head and walk toward me,” Chuck said.
Eli tensed at the words. I saw violence looming in his eyes. A gun would be nothing to him. He would be on Chuck before he got off a second shot. Eli would kill Chuck. I saw it in his eyes. I warned Eli with a look not to attack. We didn’t know what Chuck knew, and I was curious. I wanted to know if he knew more than he was saying or if Marcus had him in his pocket. It wouldn’t be the first time Marcus had a sheriff of King’s Cross under his spell. If Chuck was working for Marcus, then he would be fair game. But I had to figure out the truth first. Something more was going on – I could feel it.
Chuck had noticed Eli’s subtle shifting.
“You there! Stay put. Don’t move,” Chuck said.
“He’s not going to move,” I said, moving my hands to my head as Chuck had asked. “Dang, Chuck. Maybe you should put that gun down before you poke your eye out or something.”
“Be quiet!” Chuck warned me.
I stepped in front of Chuck with one eyebrow raised.
“What now?” I asked.
Chuck looked put-off by my casual tone.
“Turn around, and put your hands behind your back,” he said.
I did as he asked and heard him holster his weapon and pull out his handcuffs. He was not gentle as put the cold steel around my hands. I cringed as the metal cut in to my skin, but I didn’t complain. Chuck put his hands on the cuffs and forced me to walk over to his SUV. He helped me get in the back of the vehicle, which had a metal partition separating the front from the back and doors that could only be opened from the outside. When I was safely locked away, he got in on the driver’s side. His eyes raked the rearview mirror a couple of times as he moved his vehicle in to reverse.
Outside, Eli watched us with narrowed eyes. I sensed him trying to understand what I had planned. He knew it was dangerous for me to be taken away without supervision. He had heard enough from the others to know about my months of torture. He knew I had a way of finding trouble. As Chuck maneuvered us back down the mountain, Eli disappeared in to the wilderness. I knew he would be watching.
The drive down the mountain was long. We passed familiar landscapes. The lake Daniel had taken me to after the fight with Cobb flashed by in a wave of color and light reflecting off the dark water. I heard roar of the waterfall and the memory of swimming with Daniel in the water came back. The memory made me focus on the oddity of seeing Chuck so near the bunker, at exactly the same time we had arrived.
I leaned forward to talk through the mesh separating me from him. I lowered the protective shield I had placed around my thoughts. The onslaught was better than walking in to a situation blind. I had to know if his allegiances went beyond being sheriff and arresting a wanted criminal. I had to know if he had ties to Marcus.
“How did you know where I was?” I asked Chuck.
Chuck’s eyes raked the rearview mirror again.
Girl thinks she’s smarter than a trained sheriff! Ha. She shoulda known better than to come back to the scene of the crime.
“I put hidden cameras near the bunker. I figured the killer might try to come back and erase evidence after we released information about finding Cobb’s body,” his voice mimicked his smug thoughts.
“You found Cobb?” I asked in as innocent a voice as I could manage. “Where was he? I thought he was lost during a hunting accident?”
An image of Cobb’s body, burned and buried under rubble came in to his mind at the question. It was an image he quickly suppressed. The thought forced me to repress a shudder.
“That game won’t work,” Chuck said. “We have evidence linking you to his murder.”
“Evidence?” I asked. “That’s impossible.”
Was it impossible? Had there been evidence? I had thought the fire had destroyed all traces of our fight. I knew it had burnt the Nightstalkers and Thomas, the Watcher, to ashes. So much had happened that night; I had forgotten that human bodies did not burn the same way as Watchers. They didn’t just dissolve to ash.
“You were smart to set the fire,” Chuck said. “But we were lucky. A large part of the ceiling fell on Sheriff Cobb. It protected him from the worst of the flames. Tissue remained intact.”
“So?” I asked.
“So, we found your fingerprints all over his neck and marks to suggest he was strangled…by you.”
“I strangled an old man?” I asked. “Why would I do that?”
That’s a question been on a lot of people’s minds. How you could save one person’s life and end another. Some people think all that traveling made you wild. Something about setting fires at schools and drugs, but I think it’s much simpler. Greed always gets ‘em in the end.
“Sheriff Cobb had documents that suggest your grandfather gave him some priceless artifacts. It’s likely you discovered the cost of these artifacts and confronted Sheriff Cobb. When he wouldn’t give up his property, you killed him,” Chuck said.
“What artifacts?” I asked.
He didn’t answer, but he couldn’t stop the visuals. I was surprised and more than a little annoyed when I saw the sword we had been hunting appear in his thoughts. It was perfect and clear, the coloring so vivid that I knew he had seen it first-hand, instead of in a book. He had touched the sword, held it in his hand. He didn’t know what it meant, but he had held it.
I tried to focus on keeping his thoughts focused on the sword. I had to know what he had done with the sword. Where was it now?
“Were the ‘artifacts’ destroyed in the fire?” I asked, trying to maintain my innocent tone around my burning curiosity. “I mean…why would I kill Cobb for those ‘artifacts’ and not take them afterwards, right?”
Chuck was bothered by my logic. He hadn’t considered that fact – he had thought he had figured me out. He pushed away his doubt and answered with a smug tone, as if he was validated by what he had to say next. The thoughts that preceded his words were a relief. As he spoke them aloud, I felt myself already plotting.
“We have the sword in evidence and the documents proving the legitimacy of his right to the antiques in question. They are at the station.”
Around my plotting, I was annoyed. We had done all the digging for nothing. The sweat and the backbreaking work had been nothing more than exercise. I was comforted only by the idea that he was taking me to the sword. The answer was closer than I thought.
“I don’t doubt it,” I said amicably. “How did you find him? Last time I was in town, nobody seemed to know what happened to him.”
“His daughter gave us various documents, including those that prove the sword is his. One of those documents mentioned the bunker he had bought four years ago. We followed the lead and found the cellar under the rubble.”
“Oh,” I said. “And instead of going on a manhunt for me, you put cameras on the bunker. That seems somewhat unlikely that it would have ever worked. I mean, what are the odds?”
Chuck’s mind worked to correct me, even though his face was impassive.
We did go on a manhunt. Three counties worth… and we put out word to be on the lookout, but you are a hard person to track down. It’s like you just…disappeared. You and Ellen both. No wonder Ellen took off as suddenly as she did. She probably heard about the murder and didn’t want to be a part of it…unless the girl murdered her, too.
“It was a lucky lead that paid off,” Chuck said. “We’re not a bunch of yokels, you know.”
“Of course not,” I said. “Problem is that things didn’t happen like you’re saying.”
The doubt in Chuck’s mind had increased with every logical thing I had said. It helped that he wasn’t used to thinking of young girls as murderers. I felt a pull to ignore the doubt, something in his brain that told him to forget what I was saying. The pull made me curious. It made me wonder if there was not an external mind at work on his actions. I knew that Marcus had a way with people’s minds. Was he controlling Chuck’s?
“That’s for the jury to decide,” Chuck said in a harsh voice.
“You do realize that I’m under age?” I asked. “You need to call Ellen before you can question me. You’ll also need to make sure there is a child’s advocate present. You also didn’t read me my rights…”
“How do you know all that?” Chuck asked.
“Ellen is dating Sam,” I said. “He happens to be a lawyer. A very good one. You do remember Sam, right? Or is he a suspect, too?”
“No…” Chuck said.
We pulled off the dirt road and on to a narrow two-lane road. Chuck didn’t say anything else to me as we drove, though his accusing thoughts were loud enough. I didn’t cut them out in fear that he would think more relevant things I needed to know in order to get the sword back. He didn’t. His thoughts switched to more mundane matters, his personal life – a wife that was good at giving him grief, and a daughter who was starting to rebel against him. Thinking of the daughter made him look at me more than once. He couldn’t understand how any girl my age could rebel enough to kill an old man.
It took close to thirty minutes to make it to the police station. The brick and the overhanging trees had not changed at all since the last time I had seen the structure. The only difference was the amount of vehicles in the parking lot. Only three other vehicles were in front of the building. One of the vehicles was a Forest Ranger truck.
Chuck parked his car and, with a sigh at having to move his bulk, got out to help me out. He was firm but not rough as he maneuvered me out of the back seat and toward the door of the station. He was professional, despite considering Cobb a mentor. He was worried that being rough with me would somehow ruin the case he had built against me.
As we walked across the lot, I felt the feeling of eyes on my neck. I could sense someone watching me. It was impossible to tell if the watcher was friendly or not, but I hoped it was one of my friends. I had to hope that Eli had told them I had been taken.
Chuck held the door for me as I entered the station. The two deputies, who were inside, stopped what they were doing to stare at me. One had been on the phone. His mouth fell open when he saw me. I heard the other person on the line.
“Are you there? Son? Hello?”
The second person stopped in the middle of the room. He had been walking from one desk to the other; he had paused mid-step. I stared back at them, feeling amused by their thoughts, which were surprised and completely terrified. They thought I was a ruthless killer. They only had it half right.
“Howdy,” I said. “Wet day, huh?”
Both of them kept staring.
“Greene, close your mouth. You look like a fish out of water,” Chuck said as he let the door swing shut behind us.
The first deputy closed his mouth and went back to his telephone call. “I’m here, Mom. Sorry. Yeah, I’ll be there for dinner…”
The second deputy continued his path to his desk.
Chuck took me over to Cobb’s old desk and made me sit in a chair. Sitting was awkward while wearing handcuffs, but I took the opportunity to look around for the sword. I could not see it, but then it probably was not a good idea for them to keep such a valuable lying around for just anyone to take. I wondered how I would get my hands on it without there being a fight. It bothered me more than the idea that I had been arrested. Worst-case scenario was that I used my newfound talent of ‘walking.’ I could leave and then break back in to the building later with the others. But without knowing where the sword was located we would run the risk of getting discovered…a second time.
As I looked around the simple, homey office, another person came out from a hallway on the opposite side of the room from the front door. This person was different from the deputies. She had long black hair and brown eyes. Her skin and bone structure suggested strong Native American heritage. She was wearing a green jacket and tan pants. Her face melted from a smile of welcome at seeing Chuck, to surprise at seeing me. I thought I also saw fear in the depths of her eyes. Her thoughts were a scrambled mess of memories, thoughts and questions. I didn’t need the nametag on her jacket to know who she was. I had seen Susan before. I had rescued her from the woods. It was the first time I had been chased by a Nightstalker. It was the first time I had seen a Nightstalker’s brutal nature up close.
Susan’s hands started to tremble. She looked at Chuck for a brief second, a curious mistrust forming in her mind, and she stuck her trembling hands in to her coat pocket.
“You caught the girl?” Susan asked in a carefully neutral voice.
“Saw her there about an hour ago,” Chuck said.
“Lucky you had that idea,” Susan said.
Chuck nodded. “I’ve got some paperwork to fill out. I’m afraid I can’t talk to you about your problem on the reservation right now…come by tomorrow, and we’ll get it figured out.”
“Sure. I understand,” Susan said. “Do you mind if I hang around for a bit? I have an old friend who was going to meet me here for lunch.”
“Not a problem,” Chuck said.
He readjusted his belt over his belly, so he could sit comfortably. Then, he sat down on his small chair and moved the computer mouse to wake up his ancient computer.
Susan, her eyes lingering on me, went back to the break room.
The dream was true…she has to be a spirit helper. Why else would she save me? Why else would I see her coming? But why now? Why here?
I was intrigued by her thoughts. Dream? I knew enough of dreams to know that not all of them were our subconscious. Some of them were actual messages. Some were not the kind of messages that should be listened to and followed. I wondered what dreams had been sent her way.
Chuck adjusted himself again, grunting until he found the perfect position in his chair. He moved a keyboard closer to his dangling belly and brought up a screen on the monitor. He looked away from the screen to me.
“Name?”
I rolled my eyes at the question. He knew my name – he had known Ellen and the Michaels family his entire life. He was just being difficult.
“Raspberry Jam,” I said. “My friends call me Raz. You can call me Jam.”
He looked at me sternly. “You are under arrest for murder. It’s best to cooperate.”
“And you know my name. Speaking of that...shouldn’t be informing Ellen of my whereabouts before you process me?”
Chuck looked annoyed. He pushed the keyboard away and grunted as he reached for the phone.
“What’s her number?” he asked.
I told him the number and waited patiently as he dialed. As he did, I heard strange sounds coming from the break room. It was the sound of metal scraping against metal. It was a sound the others did not seem to hear.
I refocused on Chuck as I heard Ellen pick up on the other line. Her voice was excited – she thought it was me calling. I was the only one outside of Alex and Daniel who knew her number.
“Ms. Michaels. This is Sheriff Chuck, from King’s Cross.”
Ellen’s tone immediately switched to cautious.
“Hi, Chuck. How do you have this number?” she asked.
“Your daughter, Clare, has been arrested,” Chuck said.
“On what charge!?” Ellen demanded.
I heard Sam in the background asking what was wrong.
“Murder,” Chuck said. “We have evidence linking her to Sheriff Cobb’s murder.”
Ellen went quiet. I sensed her thinking over the facts. She knew I had killed Cobb, although unintentionally. She knew it was possible Chuck wasn’t lying. She played innocent.
“I don’t believe you,” Ellen said. “Put Clare on the phone. Let me talk to her.”
Chuck handed me the phone.
“Hey, Mom,” I said.
“Clare…” she started to ask me about it.
“Yes, I got arrested for murder,” I said. “Big misunderstanding. I’m sure it’ll be cleared up in no time. I have friends who’ll help me figure it out.”
I hope she got the message that the others were nearby and not to worry. The silence on the other end of the phone suggested she got the message. I knew if I could hear her thoughts, they would be filled with worry.
“How are you and Sam?” I asked.
Ellen sighed. “We’d be better if we didn’t get phone calls like these,” she said.
“And the kids?” I asked.
“Upset you’ve left them, but having a blast with Naomi. You know how she is with kids. Cora and Sprint have gotten more sarcastic under her influence and Twitch is just crazy about her. He hasn’t said so, of course, but you can tell. Ethan and Cora finally started dating...took an act of Congress to get that in motion, but you know how devious Naomi is…”
“Have you and Sam found a house yet?” I asked.
“We wanted to talk to you about that,” Ellen said. “It’s one of the reasons we wanted to talk to you in person.”
“It’s not because you’re finally getting married?” I asked hopefully.
There was a short pause.
“How on earth could you know that?” she asked.
“You’re as obvious as day,” I said.
“Thanks a lot,” she replied.
The phone was taken from Ellen, and Sam’s masculine voice came up on the line.
“What’s this about being arrested?” Sam asked in a concerned voice.
“A misunderstanding,” I said. “Congratulations on finally asking Ellen to marry you.”
“She asked me,” Sam admitted.
“Good for her,” I said.
Sam realized what I had done.
“Will you be serious?” Sam asked. “What you are facing is nothing to joke about. Do not say anything…not without council.”
“I won’t,” I said.
“I can be there in…” I sensed him looking at his watch. “Seven hours.”
I was touched by the gesture. It was the first time anybody had been willing to travel seven hours just to get me off from a murder charge.
“Sam. It’s okay. I just need some time to figure things out. You understand?”
He was silent as he tried to figure out my meaning. He got the message. He knew I needed time, instead of help. Help would come. Time alone…that was another story.
“Put Chuck back on the phone,” Sam said.
I held the phone out to Chuck.
“It’s for you.”
Chuck put the phone to his ear. I heard Sam greet Chuck then Sam went in to full lawyer mode. He started talking about lawsuits against the department. Sam reminded Chuck of an embarrassing case Sam had taken on for Chuck years ago – a case that would not be good for Chuck's reelection as Sheriff. By the time Sam was a minute in to his threatening, Chuck was sweating. Driblets of sweat ran down both sides of Chuck’s face. He wiped them with a cloth, but it did nothing to stop the flow. Sam pulled no punches and left no doubt in Chuck’s mind that he would bring down the full weight of his intellect on to the case, if he didn’t allow me my rights and kept from questioning me until such time that I had council. I was impressed by Sam all over again as I listened.
The conversation finally ended. Chuck gulped as he hung up the phone.
“What did he say?” I asked in an innocent voice.
Chuck looked daggers at me and stood. He readjusted his belt and walked around to me. He helped me stand and led me over to a heavy door I had been behind once. It was the interrogation room.
“I’m going to call an advocate. Wait here.”
“Aren’t you going to ask if I’m thirsty?” I teased him.
He slammed the door in my face and locked it securely. I started pacing around the Spartan space, looking for a way out. I could transport myself to the other side of the door, but there was no guaranteeing the others wouldn’t see me. I didn’t know what the evidence room looked like, so I couldn’t just transport myself there. I would just have to hope the others were looking the other way when I appeared; I had to hope they wouldn’t catch me before I could find a way pick the handcuffs.
Just as I was preparing to transport myself back to the open room of the station, I heard shouts coming from the front room. The shouts were panicked. Over and over again I heard ‘Fire!’ and Sheriff Chuck trying to bring order to the chaos. I sat on the table and maneuvered the cuffs so that they were in front of me. I heard my shoulder pop with the effort, but I ignored the pain. Fire was definitely not something I wanted to wait around to check out. I would have to act now. The door to my room opened unexpectedly. I took a step back as it opened and wasn’t prepared for what I saw. Susan, her hair disheveled, was looking at me. The others were in a heap on the ground behind her.
“What happened?” I asked.
“I started a fire,” Susan said. “Then hit them when they weren’t looking.”
“Why would you do that?” I asked.
“I had a dream…a vision, of you coming back. In the dream a man appeared. He was beautiful; he had the clearest grey eyes I had ever seen. He told me to help you. When I saw you, I knew the dream was real – he was a spirit sent to guide me. Too, you saved my life. You saved me from those…”
She searched for the proper word to describe the Nightstalker that had attacked her. Her thoughts circled around the memory I had shared once before – of the Nightstalker chasing her through the woods, prey against predator.
“They’re called Nightstalkers,” I said. “Or demons, if you’re feeling old-school.”
“Nightstalkers…” she agreed.
I looked at the form of Chuck and his deputies. They were unconscious, but it wouldn’t be long until they woke up again. I couldn’t take the chance that they would stay out for much longer. I had to get the sword before my window of opportunity closed.
“Do you know where the sword is?” I asked.
“Is that why you came back?” Susan asked. “Did you really kill Cobb for the sword?”
Her thoughts were uncertain – she wasn’t sure if I had been justified in killing Cobb. Her trust in me was tainted by the gossip that had spread across town.
“Killing Cobb was an accident. He was trying to kill Daniel and me. I didn’t even know what the sword was when it happened. He was working for the two bad guys you stumbled across in the woods. I had no choice…they gave me no choice.”
Susan nodded. “It makes sense.”
Her acceptance was startling. Everyone else in the town thought of Cobb as a saint. A regular savior of King’s Cross. He had been the peacemaker and had held more power than the mayor had. They had been wrong. She saw my expression.
“Cobb came to me before his death and was asking about certain Cherokee stories. He wanted to know about the stories that spoke of life beyond death, everlasting life. He tried to make it seem as if it was only a passing curiosity, but the question consumed him. The others who you speak of…we have stories of them. Creatures with unnatural lifespan. They promised him a life beyond the normal. He got death in return.”
Her words were spot-on. It was then I sensed a spiritual nature I had not been aware of the last time we had met; it was a part of her that was more tuned-in to the possibilities of the world, instead of the limitations. She saw more because of that.
“That is way creepy you guessed all that,” I said. “But accurate.”
Susan nodded again and went to Chuck. She bent down next to him and took a small set of keys off his belt. She held them up.
“These are to the evidence locker. Come on.”
I followed her down the hall past the break room. The microwave was an exploded mess and the walls were black with smoke. The hall dead-ended at a large door. The door was reinforced steel and looked intimidating.
Susan put a small key in the lock and turned. Inside was a wealth of contraband. Automatic weapons and grenades were in the corner, locked up tight. Tall shelves held other items – drugs, personal effects, some things I didn’t even have a name to.
Susan went one way along the shelves while I went the other. It didn’t take me long to find what I was looking for; the sharp silver of the blade stood out from the more mundane items around it. I stopped in front of the sword and looked at in wonder. How was it possible that such a sword would bring so many answers? The wonder changed to trepidation as I felt the sword radiate with a much different emotion. It was angry. I could feel it. It was a web of emotion that pulsed like a living thing. It searched for an outlet to the anger. It searched for blood. The other silver swords I had held, even my knife, had never radiated with so much anger. It was impossible to stop. It was a force to be reckoned with.
I feared picking it up. I feared it would unleash a part of me I would rather leave untested. Killing had become too easy of late; easier than I thought it could be. The way I had killed the sentry in the caves of Alaska was proof. Did I want this test? Did I need it?
Susan found me standing in front of it. She looked at it with surprisingly aware thoughts. She, too, did not want to pick it up. Not just because she feared incriminating herself in a murder investigation. She could feel the anger.
What now? I heard Susan think.
“Now we pretend like you had nothing to do with this,” I said. “I don’t want your life to be ruined because of me.”
She didn’t waste time feeling surprised I had read her thoughts. Her in-tuned, spiritual nature rivaled even Alex’s ability at reading a situation.
“But I did help,” Susan said. “I cannot forget what you did for me, nor can I forget those people who would have killed me, if not for you.”
“I appreciate that, but keeping your mouth shut is the only way to protect yourself,” I said. “What you’ve done here today has helped more than you will ever know.”
Susan thought about my words. Her mortal fear of death –a justified fear – surrounded her thoughts. She would not forget, but she was not eager for more demons to chase her through the forest. The decision to allow her help to be thanks enough was an easy one. She finally nodded and turned back to the sword. She waited for me to pick it up.
I took a deep breath, and looked at the sword as if it were testing me. It was a test of will – it was a test to see how much darkness I held in my soul. Would I have enough willpower to stop whatever murderous thoughts it put in to my brain?
I reached out and picked up the blade. As I did the etchings on the hilt and blade burned a bright red. My necklace responded with its own burning power. Both warmed my skin to the point of uncomfortable. I didn’t move either away from my skin. I took it as another test. Finally, the sword stopped glowing and the warmth died down. The feeling of anger had been sated and the silver blade became welcoming. It was a friend, not an enemy. It was eager to allow me to take it from the shelf.
I let out an explosive breath.
“Well, that went better than I expected,” I said.
“What were you expecting?” Susan asked.
“For something to blow up,” I said.
“Much better than what you were expecting,” Susan agreed. “Come on. We need to get you out of here.”
I followed her back out of the room and down the halls to the open room. Chuck and the second deputy were still out cold, but Deputy Greene was starting to move around in a foggy awareness.
“Hurry!” Susan urged me, moving to Greene, to distract him.
As I reached the door, it was thrown back by a powerful hand. I gripped the sword with more purpose then felt relief move through me. I smiled as Daniel looked at me in surprise.
“What are you doing?” I asked him.
“I came to rescue you,” Daniel said.
“You’re late.” I said.
“That seems to happen a lot with us,” Daniel said.
“Yep,” I agreed.
He looked past me to Susan, who was looking at Daniel with a strange mixture of fear and trust. Fear because he reminded her of the other Watchers she had seen and trust because of his role in saving her. He read her thoughts and knew she had helped. He relaxed at the knowledge.
He turned away from her and took in the scene behind me with a trained eye. It was the look of someone impressed – Susan had surprised him, which was a feat in itself. He pulled a phone out and hit speed dial. Reaper answered on the other line, a question as to how things had turned out with me.
“I’ve got her. I need King, though,” Daniel replied.
“Two minutes,” Reaper replied.
Daniel hung up the phone.
“King?” I asked. “What for?”
“He can erase memories, remember?” Daniel asked.
“Oh, right,” I agreed.
Daniel went over to Deputy Greene – who was struggling to get back up and take the situation in hand – and pressed hard behind his ear. Deputy Greene’s eyes crossed and he collapsed back to the ground with a soft ‘thud.’ Susan stood up as Greene hit the floor and looked between us with a question in her eyes.
“What do you mean ‘erase memories’?” Susan asked.
“Exactly how it sounds,” I told her. “There’s a guy we know with abilities outside the normal. That ability includes erasing people’s memories.”
“I don’t want my memory erased,” Susan said.
“It might be for the best…” Daniel said.
Susan shook her head with fierce determination. Her eyes suggested she would put up a fight, if it came down to it.
“I don’t want to forget,” Susan said. “I would rather know. I can keep my mouth shut as well as anyone.”
Daniel looked at me. His eyes told me it was dangerous for her to know – that it put her at risk. He was right, but I also knew that she had gone beyond what a normal person would do to help. She had faced her fear and her doubt to make sure I was safe and had what I needed. She had earned the right to remember. Too, it was her choice; she was willing to face the danger. I couldn’t take that choice from her.
The door swung open again and Reaper, followed closely by Alex and Spider walked in to the station. Alex looked relived to see me, while Spider merely looked nervous. He didn’t like the idea of being in a police station voluntarily. King followed after them, a curious look in his neon-blue eyes.
“This is really where you from?” King asked me as entered.
“Sort of,” I agreed.
“I grew up in a place kinda like this,” King said. “Hated it. Made me crazy. Stole my first car when I was twelve, just to have something to do. Of course, that was when horses were more reliable. Got a mile down the road before the tire blew…”
“You want to focus?” Reaper asked him.
King shrugged noncommittally and eyed the three men on the ground.
“What do you want exactly?” King asked.
“They need to forget that I’m a suspect in a murder investigation and that they found Sheriff Cobb with my DNA evidence on him…” I said.
“And that you were ever here,” Susan said.
“Right,” I agreed.
“Sheriff Cobb needs to have died in a forest accident,” Daniel said. “Something tragic, maybe a little suspicious, but nothing that implicates Clare.”
King nodded in understanding. “I can do that.”
He moved across the space and touched Chuck on the arm. He only touched him for the briefest of moments before moving on to the next man in line. As he worked his magic on the cops, I turned to the others.
“You guys didn’t beat up Eli, did you?” I asked.
“Beat him up? Why?” Daniel asked.
“For not stopping Chuck from taking me,” I said.
“No,” Daniel said.
“I don’t know how I feel about that,” I said with a smile.
Reaper looked down at the sword I had in my hand. His eyes assessed it as only someone who had seen dozens of silver swords could.
“That’s it?” Reaper asked.
I held it up to show him.
“Yeah,” I agreed.
“It’s excellent craftsmanship. I’ve never seen its equal,” Reaper said.
“I suppose that would be the reason the historian had it,” Daniel said. “She’s not one to hold on to something that is ‘usual.’”
“I suppose,” Reaper agreed.
“Where are Margaret and Jackson?” I asked.
“Taking care of someone,” Daniel said.
“What does that mean?” I asked.
“Marcus had a Seeker watching the station. There was a fight. They’re cleaning it up,” Daniel said.
“Oh,” I said.
The Seeker would explain Chuck’s strange actions. Maybe it was the Seeker controlling Chuck and not Marcus…or both.
King was finished with his task. He stood and looked at Susan questioningly; his stance was subconsciously aggressive. Something he wasn’t even aware of as he looked at Susan. Susan, however, was aware. She looked at me for help.
“She’s fine,” I said to King.
King accepted my word without argument. He turned away and went back out in to the rainy, cold day. Reaper ushered Alex and Spider out of the station with a flutter of his hands as Daniel tried to pull me after them. I hesitated, stopping at the door to look back at Susan.
“Thank you,” I said to Susan.
Susan accepted my ‘thanks’ with a smile. Her smile gave way to caution.
“Whatever you are doing…be careful. I feel that more than a sword is at risk,” she said.
She had no idea…or did she? I smiled at her, reassuring I would try to ‘be careful,’ and let Daniel’s strong hand pull me from the station. Around us, the cold wind of autumn ushered us to hurry. We had a task to finish – a task that could not wait.
 




Chapter 9
 

The others came out of the woods when they saw us. They looked at me as if rescuing me was par-for-the-course, as if I purposefully went out of my way to kidnapped. Eli and I exchanged an awkward glance – the sort of glance shared between two people holding a shared secret that neither wanted to share. Jackson was grinning sarcastically.
“You like getting abducted, don’t you?” Jackson asked. “I mean, it’s, like, a thing for you.”
“Yep. It’s right behind torture and mayhem on my favorite’s list,” I agreed.
“We should not waste any more time,” Serenity said. “The historian must be reached today or our window of success will close.”
We stared at her.
“Don’t you think you could have told us that before now?” I asked.
“I was told to keep my mouth shut,” Serenity said.
Reaper rolled his eyes at her tone then looked Daniel.
“What is the best way to approach the historian?” Reaper asked.
Daniel shrugged once. “I have no idea. I’ve never tried. She’s a legend, not a friend.”
“Why don’t we just go?” I suggested. “I’ll say ‘hi’ to her then we’ll figure out the truth and get on with this nonsense.”
“What about the killing-strangers-on-sight habit she has?” Daniel asked. “Does that worry you?”
“I will be very, very convincing,” I said.
I turned to Alex with more important news; news I knew she would want to hear. News that would matter more to her than the end of the world.
“I talked to Ellen and Sam,” I told her. “They are definitely getting married. Ellen asked Sam…but I get the impression it’s going to be soon. They sounded all weird about it.”
Alex smiled at the news.
“Really? We’re going to be sisters for real?” Alex asked.
“For reals,” I said with a teasing grin.
Alex smiled and put a hand around my waist, hugging me tight.
“Awesome,” she said.
The others looked at us oddly. They thought it was strange we would take a break merely to talk about a wedding. But they didn’t understand. They were too Watcher-y to know the importance of the little things. Daniel was used to our breaks. He was also more focused – he was thinking ahead. The sense of command surrounded him as he tried to figure out what was best.
“Sara, take King back to the ship,” Daniel said.
King looked as if he wanted to argue – he was obviously intrigued by the drama we were wrapped in – but he had learned the value of taking orders. His eyes flickered for the briefest of moments to Reaper, to check with him. Reaper’s face was in agreement with Daniel’s command. King took the hand Sara was offering to him.
“Come back here when you’re done,” Daniel added to Sara.
Sara nodded in agreement, and she disappeared with King. Daniel turned to the rest of the group.
“I think Clare and I should go ahead and see the historian by ourselves,” he said.
I knew he had timed it for Sara’s disappearance. He wanted to make it harder for them to follow.
“Why?” Reaper asked, while the others made various sounds of disapproval.
“The historian might feel as if we are trying to strong-arm her if we show up with a large group. You don’t have to be far behind, just far enough that she doesn’t think we’re trying to kill her.”
“But what if she decides to kill you anyways?” Reaper asked. “We won’t be able to help.”
“I don’t plan on getting in a fight with her,” Daniel said. “Clare can get us out of there in a second.”
“It’s a good plan,” Serenity said to Reaper. “The historian won’t like it if we all show up. Clare has the best chance of succeeding.”
Alex looked at Serenity with a frown on her face.
“Now I’m worried,” Alex said. “Serenity would only agree if it was dangerous.”
Serenity smiled coyly at Alex but didn’t reply to her comment. Daniel was getting impatient. I saw it in the way his foot tapped against the ground in agitation.
“It’s the best way,” Daniel said.
Reaper had made his decision. “We will keep our distance. Don’t expect us to wait too long, however. We all have a vested interest in this...it’s not just you against the world anymore.”
“I know,” Daniel agreed.
Alex dropped her hand from my waist. She looked more than a little annoyed. She crossed her arms and eyed Reaper with danger in her eyes.
“We’re just going to let them walk in to a possible deadly situation alone?” Alex asked.
“It’s the right thing to do,” Reaper said.
“Right?” she asked.
“Best,” Reaper corrected. “Daniel and Clare have good instincts. We should trust them.”
Alex’s eyes narrowed. She could see that she was not going to win the argument. She would have to accept the fact that Daniel and I were walking in to danger and there was nothing she could do about it.
“If this historian-lady-person doesn’t have the answers we need, I’m going to slap someone,” Alex said.
“I think Serenity is available for slapping later,” I teased. “Why don’t you ask her if she’ll volunteer?”
Serenity eyes narrowed; her face dared anyone to ask her such a thing. Alex also wasn’t happy with my teasing. She was seriously worried. Her worry was touching, but not helpful. If we had to step in to a dangerous situation to do what needed to be done, then that was just what we would do. At least I would have Daniel at my side this time. I found it hard to believe there was a situation he could not best.
Daniel took hold of my hand, before any of the others could argue. He held his hand out to Reaper briefly, to share the spot we were going to and to tell him we would call when we were ready. Then, Daniel looked at me.
“Let’s go,” Daniel said.
I gripped the sword I had only recently claimed and focused on the image Daniel had left in my head. It was difficult to focus. The descriptions of the historian had left me feeling intimidated. The historian did not sound like the sort of person I wanted to cross. She would not be an easy person to meet. But if it helped bring down Marcus, I would see if I could talk her in to not killing me on sight. My doubt haunting me, we moved in to the world of darkness.
The landscape we set down in was unlike any I had experienced in my travels. I was used to cities and towns, not towns with no one in them. I was used to people and life, the feeling of people dominating the city more than the structures. Our landing had given way to…emptiness.
Dilapidated buildings stretched along a narrow, dirt road. The road wound around the broken town then maneuvered through large buildings that had been used for mining. The mining buildings were nestled between long rows of rolling mountains unpopulated by trees and shrubs. Large shoots for transporting the raw material from the mines was as tall as a two-story building and linked the mountains.
The buildings along the road we had landed at looked as if they had, at one point, been houses, a school, a general store, and a church. Tall grass grew everywhere – in between the slats of the porches, along the road, and up to the rolling, rigid mountains.
Daniel, who still held my hand though we had landed safely, started pulling me along the dirt road. He did not have a weapon pulled, but I sensed him looking at every shadow, every dark place and wondering if we were about to be attacked.
I was just as nervous.
“Why do they call her ‘the historian’?” I asked him as we walked, to get my mind off the looming confrontation.
“Because she can see the history of anything,” Daniel explained. “An object, a building, a person and, some say, even in the land. She sees the history and never forgets it.”
“How do you know where she is?” I asked. “Have you been here?”
“I like to keep an eye on all the Elders,” Daniel said. “It is part of what I do…protecting people, I mean. Sometimes the Elders go too far, just like other Watchers. I do what I have to.”
The expression on his face was dark. I wondered how often he had done what he ‘had to.’
“Has the historian ever gone too far?” I asked.
Daniel’s headshake was emphatic.
“Never. She’s one of the good…as ‘good’ as ‘good’ ever is.”
“If you say so…” I said.
We rounded a bend in the trail, headed toward the mining buildings. It was then that the first sign of trouble stopped us in our tracks. Bodies were on the side of the narrow trail. Some of the bodies were scorched beyond recognition, but others were simply dead. Surrounding the bodies of the dead were piles of ash; the ash of Watchers torched to keep them from returning from the dead.
“Good?” I questioned skeptically.
Daniel was staring at the bodies as well. His eyes were veiled; the violence said something else to him. It told a different story.
“There’s a lot of grey area in good,” Daniel pointed out.
“Why are there Watchers and humans dead, then?” I asked. “What grey area explains that?”
“She may have it where Watchers can’t pass without permission,” Daniel said. “It’s an old trick…kind of painful, but useful to know. Some Watchers would be willing to pay humans to find a way close to her, to kill her or worse. Like I said…grey area.”
“Why would they be after her?” I asked. “What’s so important that so many would be willing to die?”
“What she knows,” Daniel said.
“Like what?” I asked.
Daniel pulled me to the ground. The sound of a gunshot echoed around the hills surrounding us. I hit the dirt with a hard thump, his fear making him more forceful than he had intended. The bullet landed a few feet from us and exploded on impact. Daniel forced me out of the way as it exploded. I looked at the spot the bullet had exploded then at Daniel, who was looking around the barren landscape for signs of our attacker.
“I think she knows we’re here,” I said.
“You think?” Daniel asked dryly.
He pulled me to my feet and forced me to the side of road. We ran to the relative safety of a ruined car, complete with the bodies of a passenger and driver, and ducked behind the rusted metal. More bullets came down from the hills as we ran. They all exploded as they hit; my ears rang with the sound.
“Exploding bullets?” I asked.
“Incendiary rounds,” Daniel explained. “It’s smart. Takes care of Watchers and humans in one shot.”
“You can admire her after we end up not dead,” I pointed out.
More rounds peppered the car at my words. Small flames sprung up from what was left of the seats. Daniel peeked over the top of the car, his mind working overtime to figure out a way close to her without being shot by an exploding round. I realized that was exactly the problem – he was thinking as the others had thought.
He wanted to get close to her then confront her with the truth of who we were. She was used to that tactic; she had picked a rifle to keep people from getting too close. The only way not to end up a crispy critter was to let her make the choice to let us close. She was too skilled at staying alive to allow us close for any other reason. It was risky, but it was the only way. I pulled Daniel down as another round echoed around the mountains. It landed inches from where Daniel had been standing. I made him look at me, instead of at the invisible shooter out to claim our lives.
“I’m going to do something stupid,” I told Daniel.
“What?” he asked.
“I don’t know yet, that’s what makes it stupid,” I said.
“Clare…” he started to protest.
“Just stay here, okay?” I asked.
He sighed, recognizing perhaps that my craziness might be the only way to accomplish where others had failed.
“No promises,” he said.
I rolled my eyes at his non-promise and stood up. I held the sword over my head, trusting she could see it with her Watcher eyes. I stepped around the car and moved back to the dirt road again.
“My name is Clare Michaels,” I said. “I’m not here to hurt you or use you. I came to ask you some questions about my past.”
There was a long pause.
“How did you come by that sword Clare Michaels?” a voice asked.
It was hard to pinpoint location. It sounded as if it were everywhere at once.
“It’s a family heirloom,” I said. “Given to one of my family for helping a warrior in battle…or so I’ve been told.”
“The sword was payment for the debt,” the voice said. “I owe nothing to your family.”
“I’m not saying you do,” I said. “I just wanted you to know that I’m not like the others.”
A shot rang out from the hills. I didn’t move, though I sensed Daniel about to spring out from behind the car and tackle me. The shot landed in front of me, far enough away that it didn’t hurt. I still didn’t move. I refused to move. I urged Daniel with my hand to keep his place.
“You’re brave, I’ll give you that,” the voice said.
“I’m not here for you to think I’m brave,” I said honestly. “I’m here because I want you to tell me the truth about my family history. I’ve been told it will help stop Marcus, maybe even the end of the world.”
“You aim to kill Marcus?” the voice asked curiously.
“Yep,” I agreed.
“And you think your family history will help with that?” she asked.
“I’ve been told that by a seriously untrustworthy Watcher named Odette. I don’t know if I believe her, but I couldn’t take the chance she was lying. That’s why I’m here.”
A chuckle surrounded me, echoing back of the hills a hundred times. The laughter was disconcerting. I looked at Daniel, wondering if she was laughing because she was about to kill me or because she liked me. He shrugged in a question and went back to looking at the hills.
The laughter died down as suddenly as it had begun. The loudest sound was a wicked wind blowing the tall grass around the ruined structures. I looked around for any sign that she had not just walked away, but there was nothing. She was a ghost in a ghost town.
“I will answer your questions,” the voice said from directly in front of me, closer than I had expected.
I jumped at the unexpected closeness and gripped the sword tighter without thinking.
A woman stepped out from the shade of one of the buildings. One second there was shadow, the next she was there. Her features were of no race in particular. She had a medium complexion and characteristics of all races. It was as if she were older than races; older than the divisions humans had built up over the years. Her eyes were a mixture of all colors, a strange patchwork that held a magnetic pull. She was assessing me in the same way I was assessing her. Her eyes were full of recognition I did not possess. I was curious at what she saw.
I held the sword out to her.
“This is yours,” I said.
She stepped closer, cautious despite the tentative peace we had formed. She took the sword from my hand in an elegant grab and held the blade to my throat. I didn’t move, though my heart beat faster. The historian’s eyes were harsh.
“The only way I am going to believe is if I can see your history,” she said. “Marcus knows about this sword. He might have sent you. If you refuse to let me read your past, you die.”
I held out my hand.
“You want to do this now or did you want to think up some new threats?” I asked.
She looked at me with a confused expression on her face.
“It’s easier if you don’t try to understand her,” Daniel said to her. “She’s willing to let you look.”
The historian nodded at his advice. She ignored my hand and focused her eyes on mine.
“Lower your mental shield. I will not harm you,” she said.
I did as she asked. The historian’s eyes bored in to mine, and I felt my father’s necklace grow warm against my skin. It was the warmth of welcome. I saw the historian flinch slightly as I felt the warmth, but she was undeterred. The warmth was not an obstacle. As soon as my mental shield was gone, memories I had no control over surged up in front of my eyes. I saw everything, even some things I hadn’t known I remembered. I remembered days before I was born: swimming in sea of amniotic fluid, the sound of Ellen’s voice and the sound of a melodic voice that felt vaguely familiar – the voice of my father. I saw days from before I could speak, my years of moving from city to city, the day Ellen had told me the truth about my parentage, the fear that had followed me since that day, all of the minor trouble I had gotten in to while searching for something to keep me occupied and away from the fear, meeting Daniel, my first kills, what had happened in New Orleans, my time in torture-land, the tattoo that had been put on my foot, Lorian’s death and my rescue of Nemesis, rescuing Han and Beatrice… All of the images swirled around my head in a methodical way as the historian brought them up one-by-one. The visions stopped as my memories reached the present.
The historian lowered the sword from my throat.
“Welcome to my home. Be careful to stay close to the building on the right. The road is laced with mines,” she said.
She turned away from me and followed the dirt road, being careful to stick to the right side. Daniel and I exchanged an amused look.
“Well, that went well…” I said.
“She didn’t cut off your head,” Daniel pointed out.
“That’s true,” I said.
“We should probably follow her,” Daniel said.
I did my best to keep to the right side of the road, following in the historian’s footsteps. It was stressful and entirely like walking through a minefield. I expected the ground to blow up at any minute. Daniel kept close behind me.
The historian took a turn behind two large buildings that looked like they had been an office building at one point. The space was narrow. I had to turn slightly to one side to fit in between the space. At the end of the buildings was an opening to a tunnel. There were wood panels blocking the tunnel, but there were a set of stairs leading up the side of a mountain. The historian walked up the stairs and disappeared out of sight.
I hurried up the stairs after her, hoping there were not any more surprises, and saw another entrance in to the mountain. It was closed off as well, but there was a small opening to the left. The historian walked through the opening. I hesitated before going in.
Another tunnel…another closed-in space.
Daniel touched me on the elbow. “You okay?”
“Yeah,” I agreed quickly.
It was more a cave than a tunnel; a cave unlike any I had ever seen. Or had I seen it before?
Walking through the small opening and looking at the cave was like looking at a memory, the sort of memory that could only be recalled in blurry detail, as if I had seen through someone else’s mind. It was more a familiar feeling in my gut than a concrete memory; a sense that I had walked in on the scene in front of me several times.
The cave had a white, marble floor. It was very tall, taller than I had expected. I could not see the ceiling; it was only shadow and darkness. It made me feel less as if the walls were pressing in on me, though the feeling lingered. The area was lit with recessed electric lights etched in to the very stone. To my left was a small area that looked as if it was the historian’s ‘home.’ It had a small chair, a table and more books than I could count. They were everywhere. Directly in front of the entrance was a small table that held a glass box with a white rose encased in it. I stared at the rose, trying to place where I had seen it and the cave before. Further back in the cave I saw a desk and several monitors. The monitors showed the surrounding area. The whole area was covered with video cameras, including the mountains and ways that seemed impassable to me.
The historian was waiting near the lone chair.
Daniel paused at the entrance of the cave. He looked pained, as if the idea of walking across the threshold was something he would rather not do. The historian looked between him and me with a sly smile.
“Do you fear walking in to my home?” the historian asked Daniel.
“I fear my blood boiling in my body and dying a painful death,” Daniel said. “May I come in?”
The historian cocked her head at him.
“I have seen Clare’s past, but not yours. There are many things Clare does not know about you.”
“Is that the payment you require?” Daniel asked. “My history as well? Will you trust me then?”
“Trust…” the historian mused. “We will start with permission to enter my home.”
Daniel nodded and looked at the historian as I had done. His green eyes were lit by a strange fire as the historian started pulling his memories from his mind. It was the fire of reliving all of his choices and experiences as I had. The historian’s face flickered occasionally as Daniel’s memories surprised her. I was not sure what she saw, but I was jealous. Seeing his whole history was something I would have liked to experience. No secrets – just the truth, all at once.
It took the historian longer to flesh out Daniel’s history. When she was done, she looked at Daniel with shadowed eyes. They shared secrets – secrets I was not sure I would ever know. The historian finally nodded.
“You may come in,” she said.
Daniel finally stepped in to the cave. He looked around, but did not seem to recognize the cave as I had. The historian looked at me again. Her gaze was intense, but a small smile appeared on her face.
“You look like her, you know,” she said.
“Like who?” I asked.
“Your ultimate grandmother,” she replied. “Though you have your father’s eyes. Her eyes were the warmest brown I have ever seen or will likely ever see again.”
“My ultimate grandmother?” I asked. “Isn’t that impossible?”
“A misnomer, of sorts,” the historian agreed. “But it fits for our purposes.”
“You should know that I’m not great with long build-ups,” I said. “I’m kind of impatient.”
“Yes. I noticed that,” the historian said. “I will not waste your time then…In the beginning, our kind, Watchers, as you call them, was not hidden. We were a proud people. We had cities. We had empires. That was before the flood. A small kingdom was ruled by a queen. She had three children by an angelic father. A set of twins and a younger daughter. Two boys and a girl. The boys were set to rule the kingdom jointly, and the girl to be its sword wielder – its protector.”
“A girl protector?” I asked, impressed that a woman had been set as defender of a whole kingdom. “Really?”
“We are Watchers. Gender does not matter as much as aptitude,” she explained.
“Right…” I said.
“The kingdom was peaceful. It was serene. But peace could not last. A prophetess’ life was saved by the brothers. In exchange, the prophet told of a vision she had. She did not think of the implications of telling the truth; she spoke without foresight, ironic for one who sees so far ahead. But she was young…foolish.”
“I’ve heard this part,” I said. “You’re talking about Odette and the vision she shared with Lorian and Darian.”
“Yes,” the historian agreed.
“What does that have to do with my ultimate grandmother?”
“Farrah…” the historian whispered in a voice much different than the one she had used at the beginning of the story. It was one laced with regret. “Farrah was different than her brothers. She took her responsibilities seriously. She was guardian of the throne. She was protector. She loved her brothers, but the prophecy had made war between them. It was tearing up her homeland. People were dying. She was desperate to stop it – her attempts to make peace between them were ignored. They were too focused on power. She finally called on Nemesis to end the fight. Though the bargain was for her life, it was not enough. Lorian and Darian joined forces to capture Nemesis and put her in her prison. What Lorian and Darian did not know – what their selfish fighting did not allow them to see – was that Farrah had fallen in love. The man was a human, normal. The kind of man our kind would have looked down on, even then. But Farrah did not see a human man – she saw someone she loved more than life. She concealed her pregnancy, even from her mother, who refused to take sides in the fight. Days before her deal with Nemesis, she gave birth. Though the man loved his wife, and would have given anything so that she would live, Farrah convinced him to flee the country, with the aid of a friend. Farrah knew the prophecy held new meaning. If the brothers lived and she died in vein, her child would be hunted down and killed. She could not take the risk. If she were successful, her child would be free to come back and rule the country, as was the child’s right. The man and her child were taken to a new country far away. For some reason, the child’s powers were muted. She held a normal life, with only minor psychic awareness. She was as human as her father was.
“The girl grew and had a family. One family gave way to another and so on. The families moved around the world as the years passed. The story of their past was forgotten with time. They became farmers, bakers, people that never stood out, though they maintained a curious psychic ability. Lorian and Darian, who had destroyed their home with the fighting, continued their battle away from the humans, after the deadly outcome of the flood, never knowing that another heir had survived as well. The family finally found their way to the New World. They eventually settled in a rural area…to continue their tradition of farming. Originally known as Michael’s Farmstead, after the family, the area is now known as King’s Cross.”
I looked at her. Then I looked at Daniel. Then I looked her again. I could not think of anything to say. My first thought was skepticism. There was no way my family had that sort of history. There was no way I was related to Lorian and Darian or their sister. I had always assumed I was different because of my father. He was the answer to my oddness. It was easier to blame him for why I different; it was easier than blaming Ellen. I couldn’t believe the historian.
“What’s your angle?” I asked. “Why are you lying to me?”
“Lying?” the historian asked. “Why would I lie?”
“Why would anyone lie?” I asked.
Daniel took my hands and forced me to look at him.
“The historian doesn’t lie,” he told me. “I told you that.”
“Everyone lies.”
“You don’t,” Daniel pointed out.
“Everyone else does,” I said.
“She doesn’t,” he told me.
“Maybe you’re lying. You lie.”
“That was low,” Daniel said. “And doesn’t change anything. Why can’t you believe her?”
I pulled my hands out of his and crossed my arms.
“It means that I’m different because of Ellen.”
“And not your father?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“It’s not Ellen’s fault,” Daniel said.
“Just her history,” I said.
“It is what it is,” Daniel said. “At least you know.”
I shook my head. There were still more questions. Things that didn’t make sense. I turned back to the historian, my combative stance unchanged.
“How come, if it’s my family that is different, others didn’t show the same…powers?” I asked. “How come they didn’t start reading minds at sixteen and inexplicably picking up abilities they can’t control?”
“Your mother was the first Michaels to refuse a calm life – a life as a farmer or baker. She was untamable…the spirit of Farrah was strong with her. She went in search of an exciting life. Then she met your father. He was one of the fallen. What was dormant in your mother was woken in you. There has never been another like you…You are the evolution of our kind.”
“Evolution…” I repeated.
The word sounded so weird coming from a person who had stayed the same for thousands of years.
“I am certain it is difficult to come to grips with the truth. When I discovered my own lineage consisted of thieves and cutthroats I was very distraught,” the historian said. “Your history, though, is noble. Complicated, but noble.”
Her words were reminder that my history was longer than I had ever thought. My grandfather’s book had been the beginning of the truth of my history – her words were the conclusion. All the hints made sense. I could no longer deny the truth. My family was different. My whole world shifted. A part of me that had always questioned why I was different fell away. The questions of the past were answered. The only question I had now was how my past would change the future. It was still a pretty big question.
“So I’m supposed to be the most powerful Watcher to ever live?” I asked.
“The problem with seeing the future is that it keeps changing,” the historian said. “The past is solid. The future is unwritten. Odette is confident in her visions. I am confident only in the past.”
“So…you don’t know if her prophecy is about me?” I asked.
The historian looked between Daniel and me. Her look suggested the truth was more complicated.
“I did not see her vision. But I heard it…once. I cannot see how it meant anyone but you, now that I’ve seen your past.”
“You’re not certain you trust the future Odette has spoken but you are certain I’m the one in the prophecy,” I said. “Do you know what the word ‘consistency’ means?”
Daniel had a more important question.
“You heard the vision? From the source?” Daniel asked.
“Yes,” the historian answered.
“Can you tell us?” Daniel asked.
“There’s not much to tell,” the historian said. “Just what I said. That the last of the Michael line would be the most powerful Watcher in the world. That’s all she said. Even then Odette was enigmatic.”
“Alright…fine…” I said. “We know why I’m a freak. We just don’t know what it means for stopping the vision Daniel had of the end of the world…which is a pretty major thing not to know.”
“Which is why Odette said we would be back,” Daniel said.
“Know-it-all future-tellers are annoying,” I said.
“I would mistrust anything Odette asks of you,” the historian said. “Even a request to see you again.”
“We might not have a choice,” Daniel said. “We don’t know where to go from here. We have the truth…but no clue where to direct that truth. Marcus is a truth we have to face…but we don’t know if there is a greater truth we have to face.”
“I thought we decided Israel?” I asked. “We decided to go there. Why don’t we start with that, instead of trusting Odette with our future?”
“You are going to Israel?” the historian asked.
“It’s where we think Marcus is holed up,” Daniel said.
“It would make sense,” the historian said. “That is where I sent him.”
Daniel and I both stared at the historian. Her words implied she had not only talked to Marcus but the meeting had been amicable. Our faces were enough of a clue for the historian – she knew an explanation was necessary.
“It was the early 30s – of the last century. I was lonely. Marcus sought me out. Instead of killing him – as I should have – I allowed him to pass…He said he had some questions about the past. I answered his questions…”
Her story did not feel complete. I wondered what had made her feel like letting him pass.
“What did you tell him?” I asked.
“He seemed very concerned about the war. He told me he was looking for a way to end it. I explained a time would come when Lorian and Darian would die and the true heir would rise. I didn’t say more, but he pressed me. I told him to go to Israel to search for the clues. I told him, if he was clever, he would discover what I meant…he would discover…you”
“Marcus is clever…” Daniel said with a sigh.
“So he knows about me?” I asked. “That I’m descended from Farrah?”
“It would appear so,” Daniel said.
“How did he figure it out?” I asked. “I wasn’t even born yet…my grandfather wasn’t even born yet.”
“It is possible it took him many years to discover the truth,” the historian said.
“Maybe your grandfather’s book holds an explanation,” Daniel suggested.
“What? Do you think Marcus made a confession to my grandfather? I don’t think Marcus is the type to confess such a thing to someone he didn’t intend on killing.”
“No, but we might be able to read between the lines,” Daniel said. “Maybe your grandfather knew something without knowing he knew.”
“Maybe,” I said.
“Might I make a suggestion?” the historian asked.
“Yes, of course,” Daniel said.
“I would like to make amends for telling Marcus about you… I will help Clare gain control of her talent.” Her gaze turned to me. “It is something you want, correct?”
“Yeah, of course,” I said. “But how can you train me to be…less human?”
“Not less human,” the historian said. “But certainly more Watcher.”
“Will that help point us in the right direction?” Daniel asked. “Not to be rude, but we have to operate as if Marcus will be making his move soon.”
“Marcus will wait to make his move, the move you fear” the historian said.
“For what?” I asked.
The historian smiled but did not answer. The smile was strange – I was not sure if it was because she was not certain or because she was very certain.
“Your abilities are growing as you approach your birthday. I believe it is best you learn to master them before then…” the historian said.
“What happens then?” I asked.
The question had been burning in my mind for some time. How would I change on my birthday…or would I change?
“What happens to all Watchers…” the historian said. “You will come in to your birthright.”
“I thought my birthday didn’t mean the same thing as the others…” I said.
“Oh, it means more, much more,” the historian said.
“Thanks for saying that as daunting as possible…” I said.
The historian looked at Daniel and me with a knowing eye – it was a look that suggested she knew exactly what we were thinking. Perhaps she did – perhaps seeing our history had given her an insight into our brains no one else shared.
“I understand you will want to talk about this between yourselves…and the friends you have waiting to hear from you. My offer to give you what knowledge I can stands,” she said.
“If I do get…uh, ‘trained,’ will my friends be able to stay here, too? They won’t want to be left behind,” I said. “They get quite cranky about that.”
The historian nodded once at my question.
“They are welcome to stay in the town, but you two are the only ones who may come in to my home. I do not wish to read everyone’s history…it is a darker burden than you think.”
“That’s fair,” Daniel said.
Daniel pulled me away from the historian and out of the vaulted room. Daniel knew he wasn’t out of earshot of the historian, but he didn’t care. His question was more important than who was listening.
“What do you want?” he asked.
“World peace,” I said. “And a day at the beach without worry…whichever comes first.”
“Will you be serious?”
“No,” I said.
“Clare…” he sighed.
I looked over my shoulder at the entrance of the historian’s ‘house.’ Her offer was confusing. I wasn’t sure if she was offering because she really felt indebted or if she had another reason. People were always offering me something with an ulterior motive in mind. It was impossible to trust anyone, where trust hadn’t already been earned. Some days even that was difficult. The story she had shared only served to confuse me further. She had held the answers to why I was strange; she had always held them. It was strange to know that she had been out there all along; she knew something so personal about my past, yet we had never met. It was stranger still that I suddenly trusted her so completely.
“Yes,” I said.
“Yes, you’ll be serious…or yes…yes?” Daniel asked.
“How, in any way, does your question provide clarity?” I asked.
He rolled his eyes and waited patiently for me to answer. I knew his tactic and I knew that it would work. He was more patient than I was. I gave in.
“Yes, I think we should stay…long enough to see if her ‘training’ is legitimate,” I said.
“It will be…it is,” Daniel quickly said.
There was no doubt in his voice. His certainty was telling.
“I think you totally have a warrior’s crush on her,” I said.
“A warrior’s crush?” he asked.
“You know, idolizing her because she is such a legend,” I explained.
“That’s absolutely not true,” Daniel said.
He looked away and started fumbling in his pockets for his phone. His hands were uncertain as he hurried to get his distraction out of his pocket. I had never seen him look so self-conscious. My teasing was not as far off the mark as I had thought.
“Then why you do look like you’re blushing?” I asked.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said.
“For a world-class liar, that was awfully transparent,” I said.
Daniel made a face and pushed speed dial. He waited for the other person to pick up the phone without acknowledging my reply. He had a brief conversation with Reaper. I sensed Reapers’ relief and heard Alex asking questions in the background as they talked. Daniel hung up and turned to me.
“They’re going to meet us at the road,” Daniel said.
“I know. I heard.”
“We should go meet them,” he added, still awkward.
“Yep…”
We walked down the stairs and down the narrow space between the two buildings. As we walked, I kept my eye on Daniel. He felt my eyes on the back of his neck.
“Why are you staring at me like that?” he asked.
“I was just thinking,” I said.
“About the back of my head?” he asked.
“It’s one of the nicest back parts of a head I’ve ever seen,” I said.
I rolled around the question in my head. It was difficult to admit it – not only because I was still coming to terms with it. I was afraid what he thought.
“I was just wondering what you thought about what she said. You didn’t say,” I said.
“About your history, you mean?” he asked.
“No, her lemon meringue pie recipe,” I said dryly. “Yes, my history.”
“I think that we finally have answers,” he said, ignoring my sarcasm.
“That’s…vague,” I said.
He was silent as we threaded our way back to the dirt road. We were careful to stay on the left side, to avoid the bombs. I took his silence as the worst kind. His words were confirmation of my reason to fear.
“I’m worried,” he admitted.
“Oh…” I said in a small voice.
He turned as we passed the last of the mines. He fidgeted as he looked at me. He could see my worry around his own, but he didn’t try to reach out and comfort me. His worry was king.
“I’m worried what it means. It feels as if your future is even more uncertain now that we know the truth. I know why Marcus wants you…you’re destined to be the greatest Watcher in history. If he had control over you somehow…” Daniel shook his head to clear the thought. “And I’m worried that…”
He didn’t finish. He looked embarrassed even to think what he was thinking.
“What?” I asked.
He sighed at the question and crossed his arms, so he would stop fidgeting. His words were precise as if he thought saying them precisely would somehow make them easier.
“I’m worried that a gap is forming between us. I never thought…I mean…your history is…wow…and mine is…I’ll always be like this. This is the most powerful I will ever be…and…”
Daniel ran a hand through his hair and tried to find the words to say what he was trying to say.
“The most powerful Watcher of all time…” he repeated.
I understood what he was trying to say. He thought I would surpass him and ultimately outgrow him. He connected my abilities to my love of him – being more powerful meant I would stop seeing him however he thought I saw him. He didn’t understand. Despite his years of watching people and protecting them, he was still limited by the very human emotion of doubt. I stepped closer to him, looking him directly in the eyes. I wanted him to understand there was no doubt in my mind.
“I love you,” I said. “I don’t care about everything else you think might come between us. That will never change, no matter the future.”
“Isn’t it you who said we had to be equal? What happens when your talent, your brain so far surpasses mine that I look as boring as most Watchers find humans?” he asked.
“You love me as a human,” I said. “Why can’t I do the same in reverse?”
“I don’t know if I would have ever called you a human, exactly…” Daniel said. “You were always special.”
My half smile was full of doubt.
“Awww…”
The voice was unexpected. It broke the tension between us. I leaned around Daniel and saw the others on the road. Alex was smiling at us, while the others were looking around at the town with curious expressions on their faces. Serenity, for one, looked as if she had never seen anything so interesting in her life. Her gold eyes kept searching the buildings and I knew it wasn’t a curiosity for architecture that motivated her search. She was looking for the historian.
“Are you guys gonna kiss, too?” Alex continued.
“Please don’t,” Spider said.
“What did you find out?” Alex asked.
“A lot,” I said.
“Wanna share?” she asked.
I shrugged without answering. Alex accepted my shrug – for now. She knew she would get the truth from me eventually. She could probably also tell that I didn’t feel like talking about it quite yet. It was still too raw.
Sara looked at Reaper. “Do I need to stay?” she asked. “Or should I go back to the ship?”
“You can go back. I’ll call if I need you. Tell River to call if she needs anything and to keep our people as mobile as possible.”
“She knows what to do,” Sara said. “Probably because you’ve already told her five or six times.”
Reaper nodded at the reminder. Sara waved goodbye and disappeared. Alex had stopped staring at me and was taking in the sights of the abandoned town.
“Reaper said we were going to stay here, is that true?” Alex asked.
“For a while,” I said. “I mean, you guys could stay at the ship until…”
“Yeah, yeah, we get it,” Alex said. “We don’t have to stay…blah, blah, blah.” She pointed at a building that looked mostly intact. “I call dibs.”
“You can’t call dibs on an abandoned town,” Spider said.
“Sure, you can,” Alex said. “I just did.”
Spider pointed to another building next to hers. It was in similar good shape.
“Then I call dibs on that one,” Spider said.
“Neither of you call dibs on either,” Reaper said firmly. “We stay together, in a building we can control who comes and goes…just in case.” He eyed the charred bodies that the others either had chosen to ignore or hadn’t noticed. “It’s obvious this town gets visitors.” Reaper walked in a complete circle. “Spread out and find a building that can hold all of us and that will support a fire for warmth. My guess is that it gets cold here at night.”
Alex made a face at his demanding tone. She ignored his command and kept her place on the road. The others did as he asked. Spider was first, making sure to check out of the buildings before the others, in case there was treasure years of exposure to the elements and scavengers had missed. Alex stepped close when the others were gone.
“Are you okay?” she asked.
“I’m…fine,” I said.
“Right…Remember my talent of reading people?” Alex asked.
I sighed. I told her an abbreviated version of what the historian had told me. She looked dumbfounded, while Daniel looked worried all over again. It was as if hearing it twice had reaffirmed his right to doubt.
“Lorian and Darian were your family?” Alex asked her face totally shocked at the idea.
“Yes…sort of,” I said.
“There’s no way,” Alex said. “You are too different from them!”
“I’ve been told the historian doesn’t lie,” I said.
“That must be what your grandfather meant,” she said. “He was talking about a gigantic find. Maybe he discovered your family is pretty much royalty.”
“Daniel thinks it would be a good idea if we read the rest of my grandfather’s entries,” I said. “He seems to think we might be able to read in between the lines.”
“You are lucky I think ahead,” she said. “Spider!”
“What?!” he called back.
“Give me your bag!” she called.
“I’m busy!”
“Spider! Now!” Alex demanded.
“Alright, alright…no need to shout,” Spider said.
Spider appeared from behind the school. He had a bag around his shoulders I hadn’t noticed. I wasn’t sure where he had picked it up, but it had obviously been before we left the ship, as Alex took the bag and pulled out my grandfather’s book.
“You owe me, doll,” Spider said to her. “That thing is heavy.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Alex said. “Go back to robbing from ghosts, or whatever you were doing.”
Spider rolled his eyes and disappeared back around the building. Alex turned to me and held the book out.
“Did you sneak in to my room and take it?” I asked.
Alex shrugged once at the question. “I walked in.”
I took the book and tucked it under my arm. Then I wrapped an arm around her shoulders. My talk with Eli rose to mind; a talk I wasn’t sure I should share. Alex was my best friend, but some secrets weren’t meant to be shared – not when they would cause more problems than there already were.
The feeling that everything was changing with the truths I had learned, I walked with Alex and Daniel to find a place for them to stay while I trained with one of the world’s most notorious Watchers.
 




Chapter 10
 

Reaper picked out an old farmhouse that was mostly intact, save for a small hole in the roof. He reclaimed old wood from another structure to patch it. He looked excited at the prospect of doing the repairs – it was probably because there wasn’t much else for them to do.
All of us spent the evening at the house helping clean it out. The historian didn’t come down to visit, and we didn’t try to see her again. I would see her again soon enough. She would know what the repairs meant.
Serenity and Eli kept an aura of separation as they helped clean out their own space away from the other rooms. But Jackson, Daniel, Spider, and Alex made for good company. They talked, laughed, and filled the air with the unmistakable sounds of humanity. Margaret helped Reaper with the roof repair, her skill with a hammer unmatched.
I was helping Spider and Alex move out a molded chair when it happened.
A blinding pain filled my head. I saw white. Then color. The color shifted to a scene. It was the single most horrifying thing I had ever seen. My friends were lying around the abandoned farmhouse. They were dead, their bodies as lifeless as the town. They stared back at me, accusing me with their eyes. The panic at seeing them dead was overwhelming. I felt my whole world tear apart.
Join me…I can prevent suffering, pain. We can rule the world together, a warm, feline voice said in my head.
A hand touched me on my shoulder. It brought me out of the waking nightmare. The blinding pain remained, though. It was difficult to open my eyes. When I managed, I saw Alex looking at me in concern. Spider was behind her, looking as if he was prepared to run for help.
“What’s wrong?” Alex asked.
I shook my head to clear the vision.
“Nothing…” I said.
“Did you just lie to me?” she asked.
“No?” I asked.
“You were on the ground, cringing and acting like your head was about to explode and all you’ve got is ‘nothing’?” Alex asked me.
I stood up and gently dropped her hand from my arm.
“I don’t want to talk about it,” I said.
“Clare…” she started to say.
I wasn’t up to her analyzing me. I wasn’t up to much after such a dramatic vision. I waved a brief goodbye and walked away as fast as I could. Spider and Alex stared after me as I walked, but neither followed me. I sensed their worry, but I wasn’t up to alleviating it. I was tired of alleviating everyone else’s worry.
I went off the main path, knowing the others would find me if I stayed on the main path, and headed for the mountain. I didn’t go toward the historian’s cave, as I didn’t want to see her either. I walked through a large field of tall grass until I came to a small trail that looked like a trail for game. I followed the trail and hiked up a rocky mountain. The trail didn’t go all the way up the mountain, but it did go to a rocky overhang. I sat down on the edge of the overhang and looked out over the impressive landscape. A cold wind pounded against my senses. It was the loudest sound in the world. It brought perspective. I sighed as the vision swam in front of my eyes again. Why did I keep seeing the world torn to pieces?
“A vision?” a voice asked.
I turned and saw the historian behind me. I hadn’t heard her approach but she must have made some noise on the trail…I was just too distracted to hear. My problems had outweighed my abilities.
“How’d you know?” I asked.
“Logic,” the historian said.
“Which is a fancy way of saying you guessed?” I asked.
The historian’s mouth twitched as she fought either a frown or a smile.
“Perhaps.” She sat down next to me and looked out over the horizon. “What was the vision?”
“I saw my friends' dead,” I admitted.
“I see.”
“That’s not very helpful,” I told her.
“You do not wish to be helped,” the historian replied. “It is why you are here, instead of with your friends. You would rather dwell on whether or not it’s true then seek solace in their words.”
“So? I dwell on things,” I said. “That makes me human.”
“Have you ever had a vision like that?” she asked.
“A mind-splitting headache followed by a vision of my friends dead? No. But I’ve had dreams…dreams that have felt very real.”
“I see,” she said.
“Quit saying that,” I said.
The historian’s lips twitched again. I couldn’t tell if she liked my directness or found it irritating. I didn’t really care.
“I don’t necessarily think that what you are seeing is a vision,” the historian said.
“What else could it be?” I asked.
“Farrah and her brothers collected abilities. It’s what made them different than so many others. They could see a person’s talent and immediately understand it, though they had an ability they completely mastered. A single ability they were most fond of. Farrah preferred to shift shapes. She said it brought her freedom, especially when she got to fly…”
The historian paused and was lost in the past for a moment. Her expression shifted and she returned to the present.
“It could be a new talent you are learning,” the historian said. “Your mind is opening up. It is also possible you are being manipulated because of that.”
“Manipulated how?” I asked.
“Daniel told you already that Marcus has an ability to affect dreams,” she replied. “Your connection to him is stronger than most. It is likely he is trying to change your actions with visions.”
“It wasn’t while I was dreaming, though,” I said.
“Like I said…a strong connection,” she said.
“That is so unfair…” I said.
“He does not want to play fair. He wants what he wants,” the historian said.
“I suppose,” I admitted.
She looked at me for a moment. Her gaze was penetrating. I did my best not to squirm, though I felt like a preschooler caught writing on the walls at school – which had only happened once.
“I take it from the way your friends have moved-in to the town that you have accepted my offer for training,” she said.
“I’m sure you knew I would,” I said. “You know everything about me now.”
She allowed herself a smile. It was slow and mischievous. It suggested she knew more than I wanted her to know.
“We start at dawn. Don’t be late.”
She stood and walked off. Then, she was gone, her feet taking her down the path without a sound. I didn’t try to follow her descent. The vision was still too raw to seek out company. I just wanted the peace of the landscape and the freedom to think my morbid thoughts alone. I watched the horizon for a while, before deciding the others were probably worried I had been abducted or was having a mental breakdown somewhere on the plains of Idaho. There was no escaping the fact that I owed them an explanation.
They were still working on the house when I got back. There were no worried conversations or people searching for me in the waves of grass. There were just the sounds of hammer on wood and laughter from where Jackson and Daniel were on the roof with Reaper. All three were covered in sweat as they worked to fix the hole. Daniel smiled at me and waved at me with the hammer he was holding. I waved back and walked to the house, to rejoin them in their cleaning efforts.
Alex met me at the front door. Her arms were crossed and her blue eyes were full of fire.
“I didn’t tell him,” she said, meaning Daniel.
“Thanks,” I said.
“What’s up?” she asked.
“It was nothing…really,” I said. “I didn’t mean to worry you.”
“You worry me more when you keep things from me. It means you’re worried about something,” she said.
“It’s just a vision…Marcus messing with me, apparently,” I said, deciding there was no way I was going to tell her the details of what I saw. It was too raw and way too real.
“Oh!” she said, looking surprised. “He sent you a vision while you were awake?”
“Yeah…we have a connection or something,” I said.
“Can you make it stop?” she asked.
“Hopefully…it’s why we’re staying here, right?” I asked.
“I suppose.” Alex looked over her shoulder. “This is going to be the most awkward sleepover in the history of ever. How long do you think you’ll be?”
“My birthday is in three weeks,” I pointed out. “I think that’s probably a deadline to live by.”
“You’re going to master the world in three weeks?” Alex asked. “That’s optimistic, really, but way doubtful.”
I looked her over and realized she had more going on than a training mission. She would have to endure Reaper and Eli in the same house for the length time it took me to get to my birthday. It would be three weeks of torture.
“I don’t mean to make things awkward for you,” I said.
“If I couldn’t handle awkward I wouldn’t have gotten through high school,” she said.
“As much as we got through,” I reminded her.
“Oh, yeah,” she said, having forgotten about the fact that we had dropped out before our senior year.
“The historian wants me to start training in the morning. I’m not sure what she’s going to have me doing, but I doubt the rest of you are invited. Are you going to be okay with nothing to do out here?”
“I think I can manage,” she said. “I have an emotional crisis to keep me busy, after all.”
“Sounds fun,” I said with a grin.
She laughed and pulled me inside to continue our clean-up efforts of our temporary home.
When our cleaning was finished, I spent the night talking with Daniel. I didn’t mention my vision or that the historian had said it was sent by Marcus. I couldn’t see how that would help anything. It would just cause more worry – worry we didn’t need.
By dawn, I was eager to see the historian again. My curiosity had increased, as our meeting grew closer. I wanted to unravel some of her mystery and understand her connection to my history. She was waiting for me inside her cave. Daniel had come with me, a gesture of support. It was one the historian didn’t care for. She was training me, not Daniel.
“You can wait outside,” she told Daniel.
Daniel looked down at our joined hands. His touch was meaningful. His thoughts were more so.
I’ll be nearby if you need me.
I know.
I smiled at him, and he released my hand. He nodded respectfully at the historian then left the cave.
“Sit down,” the historian said.
“Here?” I asked looking at the hard floor.
“Yes,” she replied.
I sat.
“Your skills have so far been tied to your emotional state,” the historian said. “You get angry, you burn someone. You get afraid, you move through the space in-between. You need to tap in to those abilities without the emotions clouding your judgment. So you will sit until you can think of nothing.”
“Just sit here?” I asked.
“Yes,” the historian agreed. “Do not move until I tell you it’s time.”
“I thought we were going to learn how to fight and be ninjas,” I said.
“All things in time. You will sit and you will master your emotions…or you will leave. We are done talking.”
Her voice told me she would not put up with any more conversation. She circled around me and left the cave without another word. I watched her leave, feeling irritated. She wanted me to sit and stare at the wall, when Marcus was in the middle of building up an army or whatever else? It was a waste of time. She was just messing with me. She had seen how uncomfortable I was with closed-in spaces and was testing my resolve. There was a reason beyond just ‘sitting.’ There had to be. I wasn’t going to let her play me; I wouldn’t allow it.
I stood, my irritation getting the better of me. The second I stood, I felt a sharp pain in my knees. My legs flew out from under me, and I hit the ground face first. My head cracked against the stone. Everything swam for a second, before coming clear again. When my vision cleared, the historian was standing over me. I stared up at her in a daze.
“I said to sit,” she said.
“You were gone…” I said.
“Never assume that,” she said. “This time, do as I ask,” she commanded.
She turned away as I sat up with a groan. I glared at her back, but I did not try to stand again. I didn’t see where that particular stubbornness would get me, beyond a cracked head and a bruised dignity. So, I sat.
And I sat…and I sat.
It was the world’s first study in sitting.
The walls closed in on me; I felt like I couldn’t breathe. There was no air. There was only the sense of being closed-in, without an escape. I couldn’t help the feeling that the historian was just messing with me. It was a test; one I was failing. The historian didn’t come back, and I didn’t try to stand again. I sat in the un-barred prison she had created for me.
I later learned that I sat for four days. It was the most brutal four days of my life.
It was dawn of the fifth day when I felt my body unwind. It was just a room, just a place. My mind was creating demons out of nothing. My attention had focused on the white rose sitting on the pedestal; it helped me focus on the truth I had learned while sitting. My emotions were keeping me from my task at hand. My emotions were not helping anything.
My breathing slowed down. There was nothing beyond nothing. I focused on thinking of nothing, on doing as the historian had told me. It was the single most difficult thing I had done in my life, including surviving torture and living to face down one of the most bad-assed Watchers of all time: Lorian. But, then, there was peace…there was nothing beyond the moment I was in and the feeling of being free. I grasped the feeling with every fiber of my being, not realizing how much I had longed for that feeling of freedom. ‘Nothing’ had its benefits. My mind was calm, controlled. There was no panic Marcus would get me; there was no fear I would not be good enough to stop him. It was just me, a room and a flower.
“You can leave now,” I heard the historian say.
I opened my eyes and saw that she was back in her chair. She had a book in her hand and looked as if she had been sitting there as long as I had. I stood up, the feeling of peace still swarming my body. Her dismissive tone did not bother me. It was nothing in a sea of nothing.
“Come back tonight,” she commanded.
I nodded and left the cave feeling strange and out of focus. There was no direction, no sense of past or present. I was lost in the nothing without a way back to something. Direction came a second later. Daniel appeared at the top of the steps. He looked relieved to see me.
“There you are,” he said.
“I haven’t moved,” I told him.
“Yeah, that’s what I hear,” he said. “What were you doing?”
“Clearing my mind of emotion,” I said.
“Well, it took you long enough,” he said. “It must have been that stubbornness of yours complicating things.”
“You know me…” I said.
“Some days,” he agreed.
He came over and pulled me in to his arms. Still close, he leaned down and kissed me. It was sweet and full of longing. He had missed me. I smiled as he leaned away again. He returned my smile with his boyish, charming look.
“Reaper and Eli got in to a fight while you were pretending to be Buddha,” Daniel said.
“Define ‘fight,’” I said.
“I had the peel Reaper off of Eli to keep him from pushing his nose in to the back of his skull,” Daniel said.
That was a shock. My emotions stirred in my chest.
“Wow. Why?”
“Why do you think ‘why’?” Daniel said.
“Was that a legitimate question?” I asked.
Daniel smiled and led me to the steps. Our pace was slow as we walked; we were two lovers out for an early morning stroll. We weren’t two Watchers who had just spent four days apart – one of us learning how to sit.
“Tension has been boiling over,” Daniel said. “They’ve been stuck together in a small house, and they were circling around the issue for a couple of days. Alex has been avoiding them both. Something small set them off…a comment by Eli. Reaper has more of a temper than I thought.”
“Love does that,” I said.
“Love?” Daniel sounded surprised.
“Reaper and Alex. They don’t know it yet, but…yeah, love.”
“Huh…” Daniel said, sounding surprised.
“Where are they now?” I asked.
“Serenity and Eli decided to hole up in an old general store. They thought it would be better for everyone.”
“Yeah, I don’t doubt that,” I said. “Alex?”
“She’s been spending all her time with Spider and Margaret. She’s not really been talking much.”
“She’s been hanging out with Margaret?” I asked.
“If you’re going to go mute, Margaret is the person to do it with,” Daniel said.
“That’s very true,” I said. “Has there been any…”
After delving so deeply in to the peace of not thinking, I didn’t want to ask about Marcus.
“River has been calling Reaper every day. It’s been quiet. They have people keeping an ear out for information. Most of the Saints aren’t even on the boat anymore…River has been keeping them busy trying to find out what they can. Marcus is proving his skill at disappearing, though. No one can tell what he’s planning.”
“Not until he’s already killed us all and taken over the world,” I said.
“Cheery thought,” Daniel said.
“Kind of true, though,” I said.
“Reaper figured out what was on the thumb-drive. It was the virus…Reaper thinks Marcus intends on releasing it soon. Sevier’s name came up on it. We don’t know how he’s connected but we’re going to find out when we’re done here…”
“Talk about cheery thoughts…” I said.
Alex was sitting on the porch of the house. The sight of her took away my thoughts of Marcus. She was eyeing the predawn landscape with dark eyes. She looked exhausted, as if she hadn’t slept in days. She had been lost in thought when we reached her. She fixed her expression and smiled when she saw us.
“How was training?” she asked.
“I sat,” I said.
“I could have done that,” Alex said.
“Yeah, you could have. Reaper and Eli?” I asked.
“A mess,” she replied. “But not worth talking about.”
“Not worth talking about?” I repeated skeptically.
“How about, I don’t want to talk about it?” she asked.
“Well, at least that’s honest,” I said.
“Yes,” she admitted.
She wrinkled her nose at me, some of her good cheer coming back at the sight of us. It was cheer of having a friend around, instead of the drama of two people fighting over her.
“Clare, I love you muchly, but you stink badly,” she added.
“Was that a poem?" I asked.
“Yeah…ode to odor,” she said.
I smelled myself. “I think you’re right.”
Alex looked at Daniel. “How could you not notice that?” she asked.
“It’s called ‘manners,’” Daniel teased her gently. “And I have them.”
“Get off that high-horse,” Alex said. “We all know you have a mean streak.”
Daniel shrugged.
“What have you been doing about showers?” I asked.
“There’s a stream,” Alex said.
“It is fall in Idaho,” I pointed out.
“It makes you hurry,” Alex agreed. “But it gets the job done.”
“Fine,” I said. “I’ll go bathe.”
“Sara came by you were sitting in a cave,” Alex said. “She brought our things. Your bag and guitar are in the house.”
She thumbed back to the house they had restored while I had been lost in thinking of nothing. I was grateful to have things that reminded of something beyond nothing – to have proof of my past. It made me feel grounded to know those things were there.
“Okay,” I said. “We’ll talk when I’m clean,” I promised.
I went inside and got a change of clothes from my bag Alex had set on one of the beds. My guitar was next to it, looking perfect and serene. My fingers twitched with the urge to play, but I resisted and focused on my clothes. Then, the dawn rising slowly, I went to the river Alex had mentioned.
The river was clear and more than a little cold. Shards of ice drifted past me as I stared at the water. My skin erupted in to goose bumps just looking at the water. There was no way I wanted to endure that sort of cold just to get clean. For the first time in my life, I understood why people didn’t bathe regularly pre-plumbing. It would have been an act of bravery simply to bathe.
“You could always go somewhere with a real shower,” a voice suggested.
I turned around and saw that Daniel had followed me to the water. His hands were stuck in his pockets as he too looked at the water. He looked casual, more casual than I had seen him in a long time.
“Were you planning on spying on me while I bathed?” I asked him.
“I never spy,” Daniel said.
“You have before,” I pointed out.
“That was for your safety…” he said. “And I never watched you while you were naked.”
“Yeah, yeah,” I said. “It’s still spying.”
“Did Yoda tell you not to leave?” Daniel asked.
“Did you just make a Star Wars reference for my sake?” I asked.
“Yep,” he agreed.
“That’s sweet,” I said.
“Well, did she?” he asked, a mischievous smile on his lips.
“No, she didn’t,” I admitted.
“So, let’s go somewhere with warm water,” Daniel said.
“Together?” I asked.
His smile turned wicked.
“Any ideas of a place?” I asked.
I held out my hand and his thoughts of a place where we could shower in warmth and privacy filled my brain. It was his penthouse in New York. The location firmly in my mind, our bodies merged in to the darkness and beyond.
I was almost late to meet the historian that night. Being with Daniel made me lose track of the time...it was another way of thinking of nothing, beyond him. When I got to her cave, she was waiting for me. She was standing over the rose, looking at it with a lost expression on her face. When she looked up, her eyes were no longer ‘lost.’ She was serious – and had the look of someone who had been disobeyed. The look in her eyes told me she knew I had left.
“Don’t leave again,” she warned. “Not until I give you permission to do so.”
I frowned at her command but didn’t argue with her. I figured there was a good reason for it – at least, I was trusting there was. That faith made me stifle my normal rebellious tendencies.
“Okay,” I said.
She went over to the area with her books and picked up the sword I had given her. The silver glinted back at me as her hand touched the metal – it was the glint of coming violence.
“You’ve thought of nothing, now you must think of everything,” she said.
She didn’t give me time to respond. She swung at my head. I ducked. A small piece of my hair was cut by the sword. I stepped back.
“Are you crazy?!” I asked.
She didn’t reply. She swung at me again. This time, the sword caught on my shirt. It tore the fabric and came within inches of my stomach. I moved out of the way and pulled my knife from my boot. The size of the knife felt ridiculous compared to her sword, but it was all I had. It would have to do. The look in her eyes suggested she would hurt me if that’s what it took to get her lesson across. All I knew was that I was not eager to be stabbed by a sword older than the United States. She swung the sword again; this time I blocked the sword with my dagger and tried to follow through with a jab at her face. She hit me with her spare hand and sent me flying on to my back. She didn’t give me time to catch my breath, she moved in for the kill. I had to roll to avoid the downward slash of the sword. As I found my feet again, my dagger held low in front of me, my knees bent, she had more advice.
“Do not just think of the attack,” she said. “Get a feel for what I am going to do. Use the talents you have used in the past. Do not limit yourself to the physical. Move before I move. Don’t just react.”
As she said it, she made another jab for my lower body. I jumped out of the way of the sword and tried to do as she asked. I tried to focus on fire, on strength, on moving through the darkness, but all I could think of was her sword and not letting it find me. It was a singular focus I had a hard time letting go of. I did my best, but my best was not good enough. An hour later, the historian finally stopped trying to kill me. She lowered her sword.
My lip was bleeding, my whole body was hurting and I had a sharp, throbbing headache. Sweat covered my body; I was in desperate need of another shower. The historian’s eyes were slightly disappointed as she looked at me.
“I had expected more,” she said. “Now sit, and think of nothing.”
I groaned, but did as she asked. I sat on the hard floor and stared at the white rose in front of me.
It took me the rest of the day to clear my mind from the fight and the disappointment I held in my brain at letting the historian down. I thought mastering her lessons would be simple. I had thought it was just about doing whatever she said and working hard. I was wrong. I lacked certain innate abilities; control being one of them. I wasn’t as strong as I had thought.
It was easy to get lost in the doubt and the self-pity, easier than I was used to. But, as I stared at the rose, I promised to not let my limitations get in the way of what we were trying to accomplish. The world depended on it.
Once I had made that choice, letting go was easy. It was still dark, however, before I found the peace of mind to think of ‘nothing.’ My breathing slowed and my mind cleared of the doubt and worry.
“You may go,” the historian said from behind me.
I got up, realizing my knife was still in my hand, and passed her without speaking. I was too tired to talk or ask her how she always knew when my brain was at peace.
Daniel met me outside the cave again. His face was pale in the darkness. I could only vaguely see his features, but I sensed his worry without having to see his face. It was in every shift he made; it made me think something bad had happened.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Nothing,” he lied. “Are you tired?” he asked.
“A bit,” I admitted.
“Alex and Spider started a bonfire, but if you want to rest…” Daniel said.
“I could sit at a bonfire,” I said.
He smiled and took my hand. “I thought you would say that,” he said.
“That’s because you’re a know-it-all,” I said.
His smile grew. He led me to where the others, minus Serenity and Eli, were gathered around a large bonfire, next to the house we had restored. Spider was staring at the flames, while Alex was tending to the fire by adding sticks and branches. Margaret and Jackson were also staring at the fire, but I sensed a different pensiveness on their brains. It wasn’t the same distraction that had Spider’s forehead twisted like a melted truck on pavement, at least. Spider’s problem seemed more personal. Margaret and Jackson were probably feeling the weight of the isolation and the desire to be alone. It was an easy desire to have when they had spent so long wrapped up in our adventure. Reaper sat a bit removed from the others. His dark features were darker with the twilight upon us. The normal happy, teasing I had grown accustomed to around them was gone. The mood around the bonfire reflected their worry; it was repressive and didn’t help my own personal darkness and the fear that I was un-trainable.
“Is this a party or a funeral?” I asked them, stepping in to the flickering light of the fire.
As one, their expressions changed to a more upbeat one. The lie was touching; it was one they endorsed for my benefit alone. It reminded me that they were living in an abandoned farmhouse for me – to stick by my side as I endured the historian’s training. It was a move that didn’t come without sacrifices on their part; especially to Watchers so used to action.
Spider moved over to give Daniel and me room to sit. I sat and looked in to the flames, letting the rhythm of the fire bring its own peace. It was a different peace than thinking of nothing, but peace all the same. The air around us was cool and frosty with the weather, but the fire was warm. It gave off flickering warmth that went straight to my bones. I felt some of the stress of letting the historian down dwindle away. Everything would be okay as long as I could look at the fire and enjoy the good company around me.
“We were just contemplating your face,” Jackson said in response to my question. “It made us a little sad...”
“Ha. Ha,” I said dryly. “You should do stand up.”
“He wouldn’t last,” Daniel said. “He’d kill the first heckler he met.”
“He would,” Alex agreed.
“You should learn to take criticism,” I said.
“By definition what you just said is criticism,” Jackson pointed out. “And, look, you are still alive.”
“That’s ‘cause you’re too lazy to get up and do something about it,” Daniel said.
“I’m all settled in,” Jackson said gesturing at his surroundings. “Got a babe on my arm, a fire in front of me…no need to ruin a good thing just for a minor irritation.”
Margaret whacked Jackson on the arm at calling her a babe, and we all smiled at his response, which was overdone and more than a little dramatic. He did his best to try to get Margaret to apologize, but she wouldn’t. The others watched their argument, welcoming the distraction. But as I stared at the fire I couldn’t help another familiar feeling that assaulted my senses: time was running out. More than that, it was chasing us. The gentle tick-tick-tick was becoming more rapid, more intense. I had a destiny, but was I ready for it? My heart was full of fear – fear because I didn’t know the answer to that question. I was afraid that there was no answer. Was anyone ever ready for a destiny that had little say in?
Daniel’s hand tightened on mine at the thought, and I realized he could hear me. He was as bothered by the idea as I was. I remembered that he had a fate he was scared of – a vision that hadn’t changed since he had inherited his gift. It was the vision of turning in to a Nightstalker. His destiny – if we could hold true to such lofty terms – was just as unknown as mine was. Only I could prepare for mine; I could train. Daniel had nothing but fear and expectation that he would one day turn in to a monster.
Feeling sobered by the thoughts –and wondering if thinking of ‘nothing’ was turning me morose – I stared at the fire and let the talking of the others surround me. Though their conversation was happy, for my sake, I allowed the dark thoughts. There would be time for happy laughter later – when I was feeling better, when my training was taking hold.
At least, I hoped so.
 




Chapter 11
 

Days passed by in a blur of training and activity. As the days passed, the wind stopped being chilly in favor of a fierce cold that cut through anyone brave enough to go outside. The season was changing to winter, just as my body changed with the training.
There was no sleep, despite the historian’s lessons wearing me out. I would not allow my body the weakness. More, I did not want Marcus to hunt in my dreams when I was so determined to improve. Dreaming of him would only sow the seeds of doubt more completely. He would point out how worthless I was – I did not need the extra doubt in my head.
There was no time that I was not thinking about training, even when I was around my friends. It wasn’t just the historian who kept me busy. It was a personal dedication to overcome my limitations, so that I could change the future. Every day was a struggle to be better – to learn the lessons the historian put before me. I did my best to do exactly as she asked, including thinking of everything, thinking of nothing, sparing with her, long runs, lowering and raising my mental shield, testing the limits of what my shield could do – I pushed my body to the limit. It was a limit that increased every single day. I was growing stronger; the days counting down to my birthday made me more confident that the change would mean something. I could feel it as much as the training.
My first successful attempt at using my skills while fighting was an accident. I had my dagger, while historian fought with the sword. She moved around me in a fluid dance of attack, retreat, repeat…I was tired, pushed beyond my limit. I couldn’t move in time. Her sword came toward my face. I was too slow to get out the way in time. I couldn’t block, I couldn’t roll. She would stab me. Instinct took over. I felt the pull of darkness before I realized what I had done. My trip in the darkness was brief. I appeared on the other side of the historian, feeling disoriented. My father’s necklace glowed with dull warmth. Was it the necklace that had brought me in to the dark or my own skill? It was difficult to tell.
The historian didn’t let me have a moment to appreciate the win. She spun and came at me with her sword again. I barely managed to block it in time.
It was impossible to tell if she was pleased with that moment – her face did not give away her emotions – but it made her push me harder. The next time I managed a talent, it was not on accident. It was by force of will. The moment was a turning point for my talents.
Slowly, but surely, I built up a strength I never knew I had and I felt my body and mind change. I was still Clare, but the abilities I had long harbored no longer frightened me; they were no longer foreign. They were a part of me. For the first time in my life, I was learning control; control of my thoughts, emotions, even my abilities. My abilities were no longer a byproduct of fear or anger.
The most free time I had was a couple of hours a day. I used those hours to steal private moments with Daniel and my friends. Whenever I did get a moment free, I noticed the slow decline of my companions’ good cheer. I wasn’t sure if it was the barren landscape or the waiting that was the biggest challenge for them, but their struggle was obvious. I harbored guilt and even tried to convince them on several occasions to go back to the ship, to carry out missions, anything that would bring them some relief from the monotony. They all scoffed at the idea and went back to enduring the weather and the boredom. Spider, more than anybody, seemed to decline in to a state of irritation. He was used to cities and places were things were happening all the time. Not to have a pocket to pick or a house to break in to was something close to torture. Too, I sensed that whatever secret Odette had told him weighed him down as much as the boredom. The weight of it was too much for him to carry. He didn’t mention his burden, but talking to him as the days wore on became as productive as talking to Margaret.
The only two who seemed as determined and as tired as me were Alex and Daniel. I was not sure if they had taken to their own training when I was not around or were wasting all their energy worrying about me. They didn’t say and I didn’t ask. My training had made me unable to focus on them in ways I normally would have.
The days passed into weeks and, before I could catch my breath, it was the morning of my birthday. The training had forced me to not dwell on what was coming – I didn’t have time for it. I only remembered my birthday because of Daniel.
It was barely dawn and the historian had just released me from a training session that had begun the previous evening. Daniel had a smile on his face as he met me at the entrance to the cave.
“Happy birthday,” he said.
“Birthday?” I asked.
“Yes, the day you were born…most people celebrate it. Yours happens to be today. What would you like to do?”
“Oh…” I said. “I don’t want to do anything.”
“Why not?” he asked.
My expression was sarcastic. He knew ‘why not.’ I wasn’t eager to celebrate a day that held so many uncertainties.
“We’re celebrating your day,” he said firmly. “There will be no argument.”
“You can’t make me,” I said.
“Want to bet?” he asked.
“Yes,” I said.
Serenity stepped out of the shadows as we passed a row of buildings. The movement did not startle either of us. I had felt her presence before we had even come close – one of the many benefits of the historian’s training. Awareness of everything all at once was a novelty, but I was learning to enjoy the benefits. Instead of a prickling awareness of being watched, I had learned to pay attention to the way people felt in general. That feeling gave me insight to my surroundings.
 Daniel was obviously aware of the same training.
“Speaking of ‘your day’…We need to talk,” Serenity said.
“Oh, are you still around?” I asked.
Serenity smirked. “Patience isn’t normally my strongest of qualities, but I have been patient these past weeks…more than my share.”
“And what have you been so very patient about?” I asked.
“It’s time for you to speak with Odette again. She needs to tell you what you must do to prevent Marcus from ruining our world with his corrupted vision.”
“I already know what I need to do,” I said.
“Really?” Serenity asked.
“Yeah, I was thinking I would find Marcus and fight him to the death,” I said. “Problem solved.”
Serenity’s expression was playful. She put her hands on her hips in a characteristically seductive fashion.
“And how shall you find him?” Serenity asked. “Do you know something we do not? Do you know what he will do next? Because Odette does…she has seen it.”
Daniel was looking at me for an answer. His expression was neutral. I sensed his disproval of seeing Odette again, but he did not try to persuade me either way. Her information about the historian had been useful, but Odette was still a mystery – her reasons were unknown. He wanted to go another path, one that did not include her, but he was willing to let me make my own decision about my future.
“When does she want to speak with me?” I asked Serenity.
“She said to bring you before your birthday,” Serenity said. “So, I think now would be an appropriate time.”
“Fine,” I agreed. “I should probably talk to…”
“You may go,” the historian said.
She stepped out from a different shadow than the one Serenity had been hiding in, her presence not nearly as noticeable as Serenity’s had been. Daniel and Serenity looked startled, but I had grown accustomed to her sudden appearance.
“Do not speak of me, however, or what you have learned,” the historian continued. “I do not wish that fortune-teller to know how I have trained you.”
“Of course,” I said. “I wasn’t planning on telling her anything.”
“The others will want to come,” Daniel pointed out.
“Odette only wishes to speak with Clare,” Serenity said.
“I don’t care about what she wishes,” Daniel said hatefully.
“We’ll ask them,” I said.
“They’ll say they want to go,” Daniel said.
“Then we’ll all go,” I said.
“It is your choice,” Serenity demurred politely.
“I know,” I replied.
The others did not take long to deliberate. As soon as I told them about Serenity’s request, they all stood as if I had asked them if they wanted to go. Their faces were expectant. It was the expectation of something beyond blowing wind and the creepiness of an abandoned mining town. There was finally movement, a sense of doing something. I also knew that they were expecting me to be the one to take them.
Their stares were intense and full of willingness to believe I could do anything. They trusted in the training I had endured over the past three weeks. It was the first time I felt uncomfortable in front of them. It was also the first time I felt like I wasn’t just ‘Clare.’ I was an important part of the team – I could do something they couldn’t and that made me valuable. It was nice, but entirely disturbing.
I held out my hands for them to take. They gathered around me and touched me on my arm and hands – wherever they could – and I had to fight a laugh. It was odd to have them gathered around me in such a hopeful, expectant manner.
I pushed the laughter away and focused on our destination – the castle where Odette and the council lived. I figured it was good manners not to appear inside the castle, so I imagined the bridge. It took me longer than Sara to focus – I was infinitely less experienced – but once I did, my purpose was clear.
The moving dark was silent and still; it was a silence I found comforting. I was not scared to face it anymore. It reminded me of thinking of ‘nothing.’ There was peace in nothing, even if it was only transient. The second we set down on the bridge, it was obvious something was wrong.
Smoke swirled to the sky in a thick haze that clouded skies and obscured the sun. The castle was burning. Serenity’s eyes widened as she looked at her home. She broke away from the group and ran toward the front gate, which was completely gone. Black marks around the gate suggested it had blown up. The four guards that normally stood by it were nothing more than piles of ash. The twisted remains of their dark sunglasses were the only proof they had been human once.
We ran after her, the tension palpable in the group.
Beyond the charred gate, there were more piles of ash and more signs of destruction. Serenity didn’t slow down, though I saw her searching the place for survivors. Her destination was clear, the room where Odette normally held council. Reaper, Jackson and Margaret broke away from the group after a brief conversation, to check out the rest of the castle. Eli, Alex and Spider followed us down the large hall to Odette’s room.
Serenity stopped running when she reached he door. She looked flabbergasted. Her whole body shook. Her trembling was intense. It was the first time I had seen her without her seductive air. Her whole world was gone – she did not know how to adapt. She was emotional and out of control. When we reached the heavy door, I saw why.
Eight of the nine were dead. They were in various poses of death; silver blood was everywhere in the room. It decorated the walls and the floors. The attack had been brutal. The only one missing from the carnage was Odette. Her chair was empty. Her absence from the carnage was a mystery but one that did not change the truth. The council had been destroyed. I was not sure what it meant. Despite their manipulations and deceitfulness, the nine had kept the war contained. They had kept the violence from spilling out on the streets. Did their death mean containment would be more difficult? Was that the point?
“What happened here?” Alex asked. “I thought they were safe here. Who could do this?”
Serenity had jumped to her own conclusion. I was certain it was the right one.
“Marcus,” Serenity said.
“Even Marcus is afraid of the council,” Daniel said. “He would not risk the full power of their wrath.”
“Except…they’re all dead,” I said. “There’s no one to punish him.”
“Odette warned me something like this would happen,” Serenity said. “She said to not count on the council lasting forever. I didn’t listen…I should have listened. I could have protected her.”
“Speaking of that, where is she?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” Serenity said. “But I know someone who might.”
As she said it, one of the council members twitched. At first, I thought it was a trick of the eye, or a death spasm, but then he moved again. He twitched once more then suddenly sat up as if he had been shocked in to returning to the living. His eyes were black and there was no sense of recognition as he looked at us. There was only murderous intent. As I watched in horror, the other council members joined him in his return to motion.
“I thought they were dead!” Alex exclaimed.
“They are,” Daniel said. He pushed Alex and Spider away from the door. “Run!” he told them.
They looked as if they wanted to argue.
“Run!” Daniel urged again.
They took off down the hall, their fear on their faces. The council focused on us. They slowly started coming toward us. Their bodies were altered, not as graceful as they moved. They were only the memories of Watchers, but it was a memory I knew was still deadly. The would kill us if they had the chance.
“What do we do?” I asked.
“We put their bodies to rest,” Serenity said.
“Wait…” I said. “I’ll do it.”
“Clare…” Daniel started to protest.
“Can you create fire?” I asked him.
He frowned at me.
“Go make sure the others aren’t facing the walking dead,” I commanded. “Make sure they have fire. And Serenity, go find out what happened here.”
Eli, Daniel and Serenity looked at each other, then at me. They looked taken aback by my authoritative tone. I had not meant to be so commanding, but it had slipped out. I wasn’t sure where the authority came from, but I wasn’t going to back down. I knew what needed to be done. Their emotions were just clouding the issue.
They decided to listen to the command. Daniel gave me a lingering look then followed Serenity down the hall. I took a deep breath and focused on the dead zombie-Watchers coming my way. They were fierce-looking; it was easy to dwell on their spooky appearance. I had long thought Watchers could not get any scarier. I had thought the idea of turning in to a Nightstalker the height of creepy. I was wrong. Zombie-Watchers were way worse. If I ever slept again, I knew I would have nightmares.
The first man who had gotten up from the table finally reached me. His hands moved in a graceless way to grab me around the neck. I dodged him and swept out his legs. He fell and hit the ground, but he barely looked affected by the hit. He struggled to his feet again as the others approached. I focused on the lessons the historian had given me. I focused on thinking of ‘everything.’ I visualized what I wanted – fire. There was a brief pause then I felt a boiling energy swell up and overwhelm my body. It was the first time since rescuing Daniel that I felt such a strong surge of energy. I raised my hand, willing myself not to be afraid of what I could do, and fire surged out of my palm. The necklace I always wore –my father’s necklace – turned heavy at the feeling.
All of the hair on my neck rose in alarm as the fire reached the Watchers in front of me. It wasn’t the fact that I was burning them that had me alarmed. It was the sound of their screams as the fire reached them. I had not expected dead Watchers to scream. My hand started to tremble at the idea of what I was doing but something in my brain kept me from stopping. It was the idea that they deserved peace; no matter how upset it made me feel.
It felt like it took forever for them to burn to ash, but it was really only less than a minute. I was aware of every single second. The seconds were years, eons, of brutal pain and unyielding screams. Finally, the screaming died down.
I lowered my hand. I realized I was panting heavily. My whole body felt as if I had run a marathon. The exertion was intense. I hadn’t planned on feeling so rundown. Was the exhaustion physical or mental? It was hard to tell. As I trembled, I heard other sounds. More sounds of screams from elsewhere in the castle.
I left the room, to find the others, to help. Behind me, piles of ash and silver blood marked the brutal history of the room. It was a history I would not be forgetting anytime soon.
When I got to the main chamber, the others were already gathered. Reaper had a torn shirt and Eli had soot on his face. Margaret and Jackson looked untouched and perfect, despite the fire that was now dotting the room. More piles of ash were in the room than I remembered on first glance. There had been more zombie-Watchers. Spider and Alex were with the group; they looked more bothered by the scene than anyone else did. Daniel and Serenity were missing.
“Freaking zombies,” Alex said as I joined the group. “Zombies…”
“Watcher-zombies,” I corrected.
Alex shivered. “I had rationalized in my head what everyone said about Watchers – why they had to be burned, but seeing it…”
“I know,” I said. “Where’s Daniel?” I asked.
“He got all blank-stareish and said he had to check on something,” Alex replied.
“Is everyone okay?” I asked the group.
“Yeah…what happened with the council?” Reaper asked.
“They’re ash,” I said.
“Oh,” he said.
“Marcus?” I asked back.
“It looks like it,” Reaper said. “But why now? What’s he up to?”
“We won’t really know until he acts,” I said.
Reaper shook his head.
“That’s not good enough,” Reaper said.
“What can we do?” Jackson asked, jumping in to the conversation. “We don’t where he is; we don’t what he’s planning…”
“Someone has to know. Someone has to have an ear to the ground,” Reaper said. “Whatever Marcus is planning – he risked attacking the council. He risked their retribution. He wouldn’t do that unless it was major. We have to know.”
“Are you going to divine that from thin air?” I asked. “Or are you hiding a talent we don’t know about?”
“Sevier might know,” Reaper said. “He knew where Han and Beatrice were being held. His name was on that thumb-drive.”
I shook my head. “He’s a creep.”
“A creep with knowledge,” Reaper said. “He’ll know something. He always does.”
I sighed, knowing he was right. I did not want to trust Sevier with anything, but if it were necessary, if it would get us answers, we would have to seek him out. Before I could reply, Daniel appeared at the front entrance.
“I found something,” Daniel said.
“What?” I asked.
“They didn’t get everyone,” Daniel said.
He moved out of the way of the door, and we saw a large group of Watchers standing behind him. At the front of the group were Ileana and Mick. They looked as if they had been through hell, but they were alive. I couldn’t tell how many were behind them, but it was a large enough group for me not to be able to count them in a glance.
“What happened here?” Reaper asked Ileana.
“There was an army,” Ileana replied. “Some were dead, some were Nightstalkers. Others were Seekers. They came without warning. They were stronger than we were. They got through the front doors before we could organize. We fought back, but we were not as prepared as they were. Then the council fell. Odette ordered us to retreat to the village below…We did as she commanded.”
“Where is Odette?” I asked. “She wasn’t with the others.”
Ileana was confused. “I do not know. We thought she was dead. We would have protected her, if we thought otherwise.”
“I know what happened,” Serenity said, stepping out from a room I had not noticed before. “Odette ran.”
“What?” Daniel asked.
“The truth is here, on tape,” Serenity said.
Her expression was not a happy one; she looked more shaken than when she had thought Odette was dead.
We followed Serenity in to the room and saw monitors all over the wall. Recording equipment took up another wall. Serenity went to the largest monitor and pushed play. The recording was of the council chambers. There was a loud ‘boom’ from somewhere in the castle – most likely the door being blown to bits. At the ‘boom’ Odette stood. The other council members were looking to the door in panic; they questioned what was happening. Odette’s reaction was different. She did not waste time with panic. She moved to a hidden door the others did not seem to be aware of. She looked over shoulder as the other council members started calling out to the guards. Then, without a word, she disappeared in to the hidden passageway, shutting the door behind her.
“She could have gotten the others out,” Alex said. “Why didn’t she?”
Daniel had his arms crossed. His face was certain. The truth was one he had long ago realized.
“Because Odette has always done one thing very well – survive,” Daniel said. “She let the others die as a distraction, so she could escape.”
Serenity didn’t argue with him.
“She must have been expecting the attack,” Serenity said. “She saw it and did nothing.”
“I suddenly like her even less,” I said. “Not that I liked her a lot to begin with.”
“We must have seen her moments after that,” Ileana said. “That was when she told us to flee.”
The tape kept rolling. Seconds after Odette was gone, a man I had seen in my nightmares came in to the room. He had white hair and yellow eyes. Marcus. Marcus had really been in the castle. He had walked the halls, had moved through the very same door I had just left. I felt my heart race at seeing him. At the same time, I felt compelled to watch what happened next. Seeing him drew me to the scene. He had a wicked-looking sword in his hand. It was covered in blood. Behind him were Nguyen and another girl I had never seen before. The girl had pale skin and brown hair. She was wearing a veil across her face. Despite not seeing her face, she felt familiar. There was something that connected me to her. It was as if I had known her in another life. The girl and Nguyen moved forward, to take care of the council, who were cowering in fear, but Marcus held up his hand.
The council had finally noticed Odette’s abandonment. I could see the dawning awareness of their coming fates. They knew they were going to die. One of the council spoke up.
“Surely you are not so bold to attack us,” he said. “Our people will hunt you down and kill you if you do.”
“Today is a new dawning for all Watcher-kind,” Marcus said in a silky smooth voice. “The people will finally be free to enjoy life, however they please. You should know that your deaths will help usher in an era of peace, the likes of which you have never seen before.”
“You will pay for this,” a woman said.
“I don’t think so,” Marcus said. “Welcome to the dawning of forever,” he added.
Without waiting for a reply, he moved forward. The members of the council stood as one. Many of them had weapons; others had their talents. Both meant little to Marcus. He was all elegant grace and terrible vengeance as he moved from councilmember to councilmember. He was a dancer threading his way through a violent dance. His arm moved without thought, in time to his fluid steps. He was a force to be reckoned with. His attack took all of thirty seconds. When the council was dead, he flung the blood off his sword and turned back to the girl. She moved across the space separating them and caressed the side of his face lovingly. Then, he looked up at the camera and smiled. It was a smile I felt was directed at me.
Alex had put her face in to Reaper’s shoulder without realizing whose shoulder she was clinging to. Reaper noticed the touch, but his thoughts were too focused on the carnage to find true happiness at the feel of her. Spider had kept his eye on the monitor, though I sensed his fear and distaste. He finally understood why we were all so scared of Marcus. I finally understood that nothing would get in Marcus’ way. He was starting to move, to act on his plans. It was movement that would come at the price of many more lives.
“What does he mean by the ‘dawning of forever’?” Jackson asked in to the shocked silence.
“Do crazy people need explanations?” I asked back.
“If they’re going to bring their crazy my way, they do,” Jackson said.
“He’s in forward motion now,” Daniel said. “His next move will be bigger. He’s done playing behind the scenes. It’s the dawn of his plan…to make himself master of our kind.”
“And he has all his Seekers to back him up,” Reaper said.
I moved over to the monitor and shut off the feed, before they saw what I had done in the room. I wasn’t eager to add to the look of horror on Alex’s face.
“Should we find Odette?” I asked.
“She won’t be found,” Serenity said. “If she wants to disappear, she will. Searching for her is a waste of time.”
“So…what? Our only option is Sevier?” I asked.
“We can talk about that elsewhere,” Reaper said. “It’s not safe for us to linger here. Marcus could have people watching.”
He turned to Ileana, who was watching us curiously. Her eyes lingered on my face; the expression on her face was familiar. She was trying to figure me out – trying to decide why the others were so interested in me. Her look suggested she knew more about me than I would have liked her to know.
“You and your people are welcome to find safe shelter with us for as long as you need,” Reaper added to her. “Though you should know we intend to take the fight to Marcus soon. You are welcome to go your own way, of course, or you can help us in the fight.”
“Do you intend to kill Marcus?” Ileana asked.
“Yes,” Reaper said.
“Then I will join your cause,” Ileana said. “The others must make their own choice.”
“I understand,” Reaper said. “I’ll have two of my people – walkers – come here and take those willing to fight back to our ship.”
Ileana nodded and turned away to tell the other Watchers, who had worked for the nine about Reaper’s proposal. I could tell that the Saints were about to grow larger. Not many of them were eager to leave the fight after seeing their whole world turned upside down. They had been loyal to the council – they were like Serenity. They would want payback.
“I’ll need to go to the ship and talk with River,” Reaper told us. “We need to organize. Plan. This changes everything.”
“Of course,” Daniel said.
“Will you continue your training?” Reaper asked.
“I should talk to the historian,” I said.
The attack had changed my priorities. With Marcus moving, I had to move as well. Training could only take me so far before action had to be accomplished.
Reaper nodded and pulled out his cell phone. He dialed a number and I heard River pick up on the other end. She sounded preoccupied – her preoccupation disappeared the moment Reaper told her what had happened. They were lost in what to do next and how to go about it.
“Who is coming back with me?” I asked.
Daniel held out his hand but the others looked at me with slightly guilty expressions on their faces. I knew why they felt guilty – they wanted to stay where the action was. They were tired of watching the Idaho landscape turn from chilly to cold.
“It’s okay,” I assured them. “I’ll see you soon.”
I grabbed Daniel’s hand and we moved in to the darkness in-between. When we landed outside of the historian’s cave, Daniel finally let down his guard. The fear he had kept from his face was obvious. He could no longer contain it. His eyes told of a secret he had kept from the others.
“What’s the matter?” I asked him.
“It’s coming true,” he told me.
“What is?”
“My vision,” he said. “The council dying…I saw that. I saw that before I even knew who they were. I saw Ileana and the others – I knew where to find them. It’s coming true.”
“That doesn’t mean the world is ending,” I said.
“It means it’s trying to,” Daniel replied.
“What has happened?” the historian asked, coming out of her cave.
“The council was attacked,” Daniel replied. “All of them are dead, except for Odette. She managed to escape; used the council’s death as a distraction.”
“Marcus?” the historian asked.
“Yes,” Daniel replied.
“His pace quickens,” she said.
“The question is how we catch up to him,” I said.
“This is a marathon, not a sprint,” the historian said. “You will have to gather your strength, find his hideout in Israel before you can move.”
“I don’t like that,” I said.
“Have you been reading in your grandfather’s book?” the historian asked.
“No,” I said. “I’ve been busy with training.”
“Maybe there is an answer there,” she suggested.
“I’ll look,” I promised.
“You should also consider where you will spend your birthday,” the historian said.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“It is painful to change,” she said. “A place of comfort and quiet is best.”
“We don’t even know if I’m going to ‘change,’” I said.
“You will,” the historian said. “You already have signs of the change.”
“Signs? What signs?” I asked.
She smiled but did not reply.
“Once the change is over, come back to me,” she said. “We will have some things to discuss.”
“Okay…” I agreed.
Daniel pulled me away from the cave, back to the house we had renovated.
“She’s right,” Daniel said as we walked up the rickety steps of the house.
“She is?” I asked.
“We need to think about where to keep you during the change,” he said.
“Where to ‘keep me’?” I asked.
“We need a place where no one will come looking for the source of the screams,” he added. “A place that is remote.”
“You’re not making feel very calm about this,” I said.
“Sorry,” he said.
“What’s wrong with this house?” I asked. “It’s remote, private and if I get out of control, like you seem to think I will, the historian can come down here and kick my butt.”
“Is that what you want?” he asked.
I shrugged. “I’d like to not go through some painful change that will change my life forever, but we don’t always get what we want,” I said.
“True,” he agreed.
We walked up the stairs inside and went to the room that had been our living quarters for the past three weeks. I sat down on the bed we shared and pulled my grandfather’s book out from under the bed. I looked at it for a moment, the weight of it on my lap as heavy as the questions on my mind. The scene I had just faced ran through my brain on a loop. I had really burned people to ash; that had been me, without the change. What kind of monster would I be once I was no longer entirely human?
My thoughts must have showed on my face. Daniel bent down in front of me and gently took my hands. His eyes were full of compassion and empathy. He had been where I had been; he had done things he was not proud to admit.
“You did what you had to,” he said. “You were more than brave.”
“It was violent and messy, and I was scared,” I said.
“That’s war,” Daniel replied.
I sighed and, since I didn’t feel like replying to that, I opened my grandfather’s book. I flipped to the back and started scanning through his writing. There were pages and pages of entries – more than just the first ones I had read. Daniel sat down next to me on the bed and looked over my shoulder as I read. Most of the entries were about his search for my family, meeting the mysterious Jacob and the quest for answers. He discussed his meeting with Jacob at length – apparently, Jacob had been an unsettling person to meet. It wasn’t until the last page of journal entries that I found something truly interesting. Daniel and I shared a look of surprise as we read the first sentence. Our minds racing, we focused on the entry as a whole.
“Cobb, my oldest friend, has lied to me. He is not to be trusted. He has been taken in by Jacob. I believe I mentioned my feelings on Jacob before. He is a strange man, full of grace and charm that no human could possibly match. There was something wrong with him, though – a violent nature he kept carefully hidden behind his good manners. He was charming, but he could not hide his passion. He came here searching for something, something beyond my family history. He kept trying to sneak looks at my work, to see if I was keeping things from him. I do not trust his motives. Now, I find that Cobb has been in contact with him. They have formed an alliance to betray me. They want my research – they want to use it to their own ends. At first, I was at a loss to understand why they were so interested in my research, why they would work so hard to deceive me, but I have finally unearthed the reason. My family was more than royalty. They were protectors of a secret, a secret that could undo the very earth. Jacob and Cobb think they can control this secret and master the benefits of the secret, but they cannot. Cobb will have to be watched.”
The entry stopped there.
“Secret?” I asked in frustration.
“Keep reading,” Daniel urged me.
The next entry was written a day later. It was written a month before my grandfather died. It was the last entry in the book.
“Since I have discovered the secret of my family, I have struggled with the truth of my knowledge. How do I keep others from learning the truth? How do I keep something so terrible out of the hands of people with less than honorable intentions? How do I stop them? I was stupid to let Jacob and Cobb in on my quest, stupid to trust them so completely. But how to make sure that someone carries on my work? How do I make sure someone sees them for what they are? The truth shakes me to my core. What is stranger still, is the dream I had last night. It might be the effects of the cancer or my fear presenting itself, but it is a dream I cannot shake. It haunts me. A man with clear, grey eyes and a strong sense of peace came to me and told me that I must trust my daughter and granddaughter; they were the answers to my fear. For some reason, I trusted him. His eyes were the kindest I had ever known. He would not lie to me. My daughter and my sweet grandbaby will face the fear and conquer it. I trust in them.
Cobb came to me today. He came under the guise of a friend worried about the choices I had made, the choices concerning my daughter. He knows about the cancer – he knows I will not live beyond the winter. He told me that he thought it was time to make amends. He told me to will the house to my daughter. His urging made me think of the dream. I do not know what reason he has for wanting them here in the house, but I will do as he asks. I will listen to the dream. I must trust that my baby girl, and her girl, will be strong enough to face whatever evil Cobb is dreaming up. I will trust in my sweet girl, because she is the strongest of us all. She could always see the truth, even when it was hidden. She will know – she will put a stop to the plan Jacob has set in motion. I believe in that…I believe in her. I will hide this journal today in a part of my study no one else knows about. I will leave the sword for her to find, as a clue to the secret of the book. I hope it will be found, and my girl can understand that I never meant to bring this trouble to her. She was simply the only one I trust – she and her daughter are the last of the Michaels. They are the rightful keepers of the secret. They must fulfill the promise of their blood. They must keep guard over that which has remained hidden. So, with faith that my girl will find this, I leave this message…
My darling girl, I am sorry for the pain I have caused. I hope you find this, and I hope you will forgive an old fool his foolishness. I have left the answer to what Jacob seeks in the house. It is with a picture I have hanging near the kitchen – the last picture you ever took with her family. I have to hope you find it. Hope is all I have.”
I closed the book and looked up at Daniel in shock. My grandfather’s words resonated. He had known about Cobb. He had trusted us to face Cobb. Daniel was deep in thought.
“Imagine for a moment that Marcus figures out who your grandfather is,” Daniel said. “Marcus heard of your family from the historian and knows what it means to be a Michaels. He had already attacked your mother, proof he knows what your blood can do. So, your grandfather turns up, searching for answers, and he’s managed to find out more than Marcus has about your family history. Marcus decides to weasel up to your grandfather, find out what he knows – maybe even use him for whatever he has planned next...to get to you.”
I understood what Daniel was saying; it made perfect sense.
“So Marcus calls himself Jacob and acts as if he’s with the government in Israel,” I said. “They strike up a friendship based in a love of history. Marcus finally visits my grandfather, which is a mistake, because he lets my grandfather know something is wrong. Marcus would have a hard time hiding the fact that he is a Watcher. But Marcus meets Cobb, and Cobb is the sort willing to make deals with the devil. They strike up a bargain to draw me to King’s Cross – a bargain that promises Cobb never-ending life.”
Daniel’s eyes were bright. We finally had an answer to how Marcus knew about me and how he had found me in King’s Cross. We finally understood, though our answers didn’t feel complete. It felt like there was more; I couldn’t explain the feeling. He continued the line of thought with his own idea.
“And Cobb has a cousin…Nicolas Gudger, who is more than willing to accept blood in exchange for power…which gets him killed when he realizes his daughter, Amanda, is more important than the ability to burn people up,” Daniel added.
“Marcus wants me for more than just my blood,” I said. “From the sound of it, there’s something big in Israel…something only a Michaels can get for him.”
“Or Michaels’ blood,” Daniel added.
“Right,” I agreed.
“We need to find out,” Daniel said. “It could be the answer we’re looking for. It might tell us where Marcus will strike next and what he has planned for the future.”
“Or it could be a giant waste of time,” I said. “My grandfather was sick…maybe he wasn’t as aware as we think.”
“It’s better than being on a boat without room to breathe, waiting on answers we can’t control,” Daniel said. “At least we’re moving forward.”
I smiled at his words.
“Are you appealing to my impatient side in the hopes that I’ll agree?” I asked.
“Maybe a little,” he said.
“I like it,” I decided. “Let’s go see if my grandfather was telling the truth.”
Daniel put a cautionary hand up; it was a hand that was as much a warning as anything else. He didn’t want me to jump in to something without considering the facts.
“Are you prepared for that truth?” Daniel asked. “We don’t know what we are going to find – it may not be the happiest of truths.”
“I’m as prepared as you are,” I said.
And I was. I wanted to know the truth more than I cared if the truth would hurt. Understanding was the only way we could break the cycle of unanswered questions. We would finally know what Marcus was searching for; we would know why he wanted me. We finally had a clue to follow. We weren’t just waiting with baited breath for Marcus to strike next. We could start reacting to his moves in the right way, instead of chasing down shadows and leads that never seemed to pan out.
Daniel accepted my words as truth. He had a thought, a different worry.
“Alex said your mom sold your house, though,” he said. “We’ll have to break in.”
My whole being was focused on the truth in front of us. But even still, I had to repress a mischievous smile.
“We can manage,” I said. “It’s not like you haven’t broken in to a house before.”
Daniel’s return smile was boyish and excited. He held out his hand, the excited emotion mirrored in his fast movement. I weaved my fingers around his, holding on tight in my excitement, and concentrated on my destination. It wasn’t difficult to imagine where we were going. It was a place that stayed with me always, wherever I went. It was the first place I had truly felt home.
 




Chapter 12
 

There was a different chill to the air as we set down in the forest of King’s Cross.
It was the bitter, fresh, cold of the mountains. It was the kind of cold that could cut through even the sharpest of steel. I shivered at the feeling and pulled my jacket in close. Daniel didn’t seem to notice as he looked around the forest, which was dotted with the cloudy light of autumn. He knew where we were in a look. He had spent enough time in the woods around my house to know.
My house was directly in front of us, through a break in the trees. People were coming and going on the dead-end street, fighting their way through the cold as they moved from one destination to the next. Houses were decorated in the Halloween spirit. Goblins, ghouls and other creatures of the season obscured the houses and yards of my neighbors. My house was the only one without decorations. With its abandoned feel and dark, lonely windows, I thought it was the spookiest house of them all. Ellen’s car, Alex’s jeep and Sam’s Mercedes were exactly where they had been left. They too, had the feel of abandonment. Nothing had changed, except that the yard was in need of tending and spider webs were crowding the front porch.
“It doesn’t look like anyone is home,” Daniel said with a frown.
“Nope,” I said.
“We should probably go in the back, so no one sees us break in. We don’t need King to get us out of another mess.”
“Uh-huh,” I agreed absently.
I walked past him and out of the forest without the same fear clouding my mind. I kept my eyes focused on the front door as I walked. I heard Daniel’s whispered admonishment, but I ignored him. I was not as worried about being seen as he was. Sheriff Chuck wouldn’t remember our encounter; the worst that could happen was gossip. Gossip didn’t frighten me the way it did some – I had seen real terrors.
Daniel caught up with me as I crossed the yard.
“Are you crazy?” he asked.
“Metaphorically or literally?” I asked.
“Either,” he said.
“It’s possible,” I said.
“This is someone else’s house now,” he said. “Someone might call the cops.”
“No one is going to call the cops,” I said.
“Why not?” Daniel asked. “We’re trespassing.”
I turned back to him and felt the secret I had been keeping spring to my lips. I knew I couldn’t keep up the charade any longer, not just because I was a terrible liar; he had to know the truth, if only to keep him from having an aneurism. I pulled the key King had given me weeks ago out of my pocket and showed it to Daniel.
“I bought the house,” I told him.
Daniel blinked me as if I had spoken in an unfamiliar language.
“You did what?” he asked.
“Well, you technically bought the house, but since you gave me access to your account, I figured you wouldn’t mind. King set it up for me…did you know he spent time in the 80s selling houses? Some of them were even houses he had the right to sell. Fun fact.”
Daniel wasn’t interested in King’s past. He was more concerned about the fact that he was a proud owner of a new house.
“You bought a house without telling me?” he asked.
“Well, it was supposed to be a surprise…I was going to wait until everything died down…you know – after we had killed Marcus – to tell you.”
“Why is it a secret?” he asked. “You could have told me. I would have been fine with it.”
My heart started to race, despite the innocent nature of the purchase. It was as if I had stolen the house, instead of purchasing it legitimately. I avoided looking at the ring on my finger – the ring that Daniel had given me. He had said it was a promise always to be there for me. I had wanted to return the promise, in my own way. I wanted a place that was ours…that held history and meaning and was special to the both of us. Butterflies circled in my stomach as I searched for the proper words.
“It…uh…I was hoping, um…”
I put my head in my hand and made an aggravated noise I was certain the neighbors could hear. I heard a neighbor two doors down ask his wife about the sound. Why was it so difficult to admit the truth? My love for Daniel was known – we weren’t keeping it a secret, yet it was still difficult to admit the truth. It was difficult to tell him that I wanted more than a promise of forever.
Daniel had a frown on his face. He was looking at me as if he had never seen me before. He obviously was not jumping to any conclusions about my inability to find the proper words. For once, I wished he would.
“What were you hoping?” he asked.
“I wanted it to be ours,” I said. “I know it’s not a penthouse in New York or a mansion on a mountain, but it is something we will always have. It’s more than forever. It’s a place to start a life together, with just you and me.”
Daniel’s eyes widened then softened. His smile was slow and sexy, the sort of smile that took my breath away. He put a hand on the side of my neck and moved in for a kiss. I met him halfway. His kiss was slow and sweet – a different kind of promise. He pulled away to look me in the eyes again. The green of his eyes sparkled with his emotion.
“This is way better than a penthouse in New York,” he said.
“Yeah?” I asked.
“Yeah,” he agreed.
I smiled at the confirmation that I had done something right. Then, I refocused on the house and the task at hand. I crossed the lawn and stepped up the stairs with familiar purpose. The house creaked at the feel of unaccustomed feet on its porch. It groaned with the knowledge that someone was finally coming to visit. The key fit in to the lock perfectly. The door opened with a different creak; the creak of awareness. It was a creak that said it was glad to be opened again.
The house was unchanged since our last visit. It was still a mess; it still looked as if someone foreign had searched through all of our things. My thought at seeing the mess was that Marcus had been here – had been in my house. Was he searching for the sword or did he know that my grandfather had figured more out than he let on? Had he come personally to look for me after Ellen had fled to Santa Monica? I walked past the study and stopped in front of the picture by the kitchen. It was a familiar picture – it was the first thing that had let me know how truly affected Ellen had been by her separation from her family. I remembered perfectly the way her hand had trembled as she held it out to the picture. My hand trembled the same way, for a different reason. I took a deep breath to control the trembling and took the picture off the wall.
I pulled the back off the frame with quick hands. Inside was something I had not been expecting. The back of the picture was covered by old, crinkled parchment folded in half. It was the sort of parchment not used in modern times. Sensing the history, I was gentle as I pulled the parchment away from the picture. I set the picture and the frame on the ground and unfolded the parchment. As I unfolded the parchment, I realized it wasn’t one piece of parchment but two. There were two documents. The one on top was a map. It showed the mountains of Israel. Circled in red was one of the mountains.
“This is near where you described,” Daniel told me at the sight of it. “The vision you had of Marcus in a tower…it could be here.”
I handed him the map, so he could look closer and saw the second page. There was a drawing on this page. One that terrified me. A dark shape was hovering over a nameless city. The shape was massive. It was completely etched in darkness but I could tell that it had wings and was holding a black sword. Fire dotted the landscape under the picture. And there were people. Some of the people in the picture were dead, others were fleeing across an unending landscape; still others were marching over the top of the dead and dying. The way the last group was drawn, I had no doubt they were Watchers.
There was a short paragraph at the bottom of the picture. The words were strange and blurry. It took me a moment to make sense of the confusion. Then, the words moved and I was able to understand; understanding did not make me feel warm and fuzzy on the inside. I read the words aloud, figuring Daniel would want to hear them too.
“The weapon that wakes with famine, war, conquest and death. It is the unmaker. It is the beginning of the end. Its appearance marks that which has been foretold by the prophet – it is the bringer of the apocalypse. It has long been locked away in a vault that only the sons and daughters of Michael can unlock, for it was one of his children who took the weapon after the first attempt at unmaking. Their line is best suited to resist the evil of the weapon. He who controls the unmaker will be the master of unending life, ultimate power and will rule the world as a dark king. It is said that once a great city protected against those who would seek the sword out, but if the city still exists, there is no record of it.”
Daniel had stopped staring at the map to stare at me. His green eyes were full of shock and utter terror.
I had a different reaction. I was annoyed that the reason I was hunted, the reason Marcus had been so serious about tracking me down was that he was a walking cliché. I had hoped more from him. I had hoped there was a better reason under the madness, a reason that went beyond a weapon that would grant him unending life and ultimate power.
“How come the bad guys always want to rule the world with some weapon that’s just going to make everyone unhappy, including the bad guy?” I asked. “Why can’t they just settle for a puppy?”
Daniel didn’t hear me.
“Marcus wants to unleash that in to the world?” Daniel asked. “Even he is not so stupid to think he can control a weapon that evil. This is a force that predates humanity…Even Watchers are no match against that kind of power.”
“I hate to break it to you, but I think Marcus is off his rocker,” I said. “He’s obsessed with living forever…the visions he’s shared with me are proof of that. And this weapon is key to that reality. He wants what he thinks he deserves.”
“What if he’s found the way to get this thing out without the son or daughter of a Michaels?” Daniel asked. “What if that’s why he killed the council? He’s ready to pull it out from where it’s been hidden and cause world-ending chaos?”
“But surely the council is not the only people who would keep him in line? Aren’t there others?” I asked.
“Us,” Daniel said.
“But what about what you said before, about the flood and God punishing Watchers for fighting and destroying the earth and everything?” I asked. “Isn’t he afraid of retribution?”
I couldn’t keep the mocking tone out of my voice. Daniel didn’t miss the mocking tone, but he was more focused on the truth.
“A lot has changed since those times. A deal was brokered to cause the flood,” Daniel said. “We don’t have the power to make such deals anymore...”
“You are telling me we’re the only thing standing in the way of…this?” I asked.
I pointed at the picture and the chaos of the end of world as we knew it. Daniel nodded. His eyes lingered on the picture. His eyes showed that he was more familiar with the picture than he was letting on. I wondered if the picture was close to the vision he had of the end of the world.
“Yes,” he agreed.
“Do you think we can?” I asked.
“Does that matter?” he asked. “We have to.”
“The sons and daughters of Michaels,” I repeated, looking at the picture. “He thinks I can get this weapon for him.”
“With your blood, maybe,” Daniel said.
“He has my blood, remember? He took a sample from Ellen. No, it had to be more than that. I have to…”
“Give it willingly?” Daniel asked.
We stared at each other.
“But that will never happen,” I said. “He’ll never get that. So what’s his game?”
“There must be more to the story,” Daniel said. “Another way of freeing the weapon.”
“We know his end-game,” I said. “Now we just have to stop him.”
“This map could help,” Daniel said. “If this is where the weapon is entombed then this is where Marcus is. He would want to be close, to find out if there is another answer to opening the prison.”
“Yeah, but so what?” I asked. “We don’t have the manpower to fight him. We don’t have an army. He’s got a freaking fortress. We’ve got a boat and a bunch of hope.”
“We’ll build an army up,” Daniel said. “We’ll fight.”
His eyes shone with fervor; a light that would not be repressed. It wasn’t the first time I had seen him so worked up, but it was the first time it scared me. I had a feeling that fighting would not be so easy this time.
“You’re cute when you talk about the end of the world,” I said lightly to hide my fear.
He smiled. “We will ask the historian if she knows anything.”
“Don’t you think she would have mentioned it if she did?” I asked.
“She may not know what Marcus is planning…she may not have considered the weapon, or not know of it.”
“Or doesn’t want to admit it,” I said. “Because she doesn’t want us to know there’s no way to stop what’s coming.”
“That’s what I love about you Clare, your optimism,” he replied.
“Thanks,” I said.
“We should check on Reaper,” Daniel added. “He might have more information.”
“Should we tell him?” I asked. “About your vision of the end of the world and…this?”
I held up the picture.
“I think Reaper has a right to know,” he said.
“I thought you said knowing the future could change things,” I pointed out.
“It’s getting to the point where we can’t keep it to ourselves anymore,” Daniel said. “Odette has disappeared, Marcus is picking up speed and the only thing we have to go on is a vision I had close to a hundred years ago.
I made a face. “It’s weird when you bring your age up like that,” I said. “So casually…”
“It is what I am,” Daniel said. “You know that.”
“It’s still weird,” I said.
“I’ll hint at next time, just for you,” he said.
“Thanks,” I said.
“Ready?” he asked.
I looked around the house, wondering when I would see it again – or even if I would see it again. I had meant for it to be a promise to Daniel, but it felt as much as a promise to me. I wanted to know that we had a place waiting for us, a way to ground us to something outside of life and death.
“Yeah,” I agreed.
He held out his hand and I focused on the interior of the boat. It was not a hard focus; two weeks was enough time to embed even the smallest of details in to my mind forever.
We landed in the middle of the hall. People stopped walking to look at us. When they realized we weren’t an enemy they kept walking, though many eyes lingered on us. The feeling of being stared at was intense; the most intense scrutiny I had ever faced. There were more people than I remembered the last time I had been on the ship. The place hummed with sound, and the feeling of life onboard had grown. With the historian’s training, I felt tied to them all. Daniel and I looked around at the people in surprise. Neither of us had an explanation to the dramatic increase of Watchers – there were more people than the addition of the soldiers of the nine – or the reason they were staring with such fascination in their eyes.
We threaded our way through the crowded hallway and made our way to the galley. Reaper was there with the others. He was standing in the middle of the room, while the others sat at the tables around him. Serenity, Eli, Mick and Ileana sat apart from the group, but their eyes were trained on Reaper. I sensed that Reaper had just finished filling the others in on what had happened at Odette’s castle. Serenity was doing her best not to let the pain of Odette’s abandonment show in her eyes. Ileana and Mick still looked worked up over losing their home. Everyone turned to look at us as we entered. Beatrice and Han, who were sitting next to Spider and Alex, looked happy to see us. The others were more focused on the bad news they had heard than greeting us.
“From the looks on your faces, I get the feeling the bad news just got worse,” River said.
“It depends on your definition of bad news,” I said.
“Oh, God, we’re all going to die,” River said dryly.
“Sounds about right,” I said.
“What is it?” Reaper asked us.
“We found out why Marcus wants Clare…and what he’s preparing for,” Daniel said.
He held up the map and the drawing. Reaper took the documents from Daniel and looked at it for a long moment. He finally looked up at Daniel, to be certain we weren’t playing a prank on him. Daniel nodded and Reaper went back to staring at the picture. Jackson, impatient as a rule, was not happy with the staring. He stood and came over to tower over Reaper’s shoulder, so he could get a look as well.
“Is that all?” Jackson asked, pointing at the picture of the dark mass. “Marcus is going through all this trouble for that?”
“We think so,” Daniel agreed.
“You don’t think this sort of thing is bad?” Reaper asked Jackson, passing the drawing off the River, so she and the others could look as well.
“Don’t you read books?” Jackson asked. “The good guys always save the day before the end of the world. The bigger the plan for world domination, the harder the bad guy goes down.”
“That’s very reassuring, and oddly optimistic of you,” Reaper said “but let’s pretend like we haven’t stopped him yet.”
“What about Sevier?” I asked. “Are you going to pick him up and see what he knows?”
“Yes,” Reaper said.
He looked at Sara then Moira, who was sitting at the end of the table. Moira barely glanced at the picture of the darkness. She did not fear it as the others feared it.
“Can you two go invite Sevier to a conversation?” Reaper asked the pair.
“Do you want me to ask nicely?” Moira asked. Her red eyes were alight with cold eagerness, though her face was impassive, as always.
“Just get him here alive,” Reaper said.
“I will,” Moira agreed.
Sara held out her hand to Moira, and they disappeared. I had a more pressing question beyond the end of the world. I wanted to understand why the ship suddenly felt so small.
“Who are all these people?” I asked, gesturing back at the crowded hall. “Where’d they come from?”
“Our work goes on, even when we’re in Idaho,” Reaper said with a smile. “The end of the war has given a lot of people second chances. They are no longer hunted in the same way…but they feel the weight of Marcus’ planning. They want to help secure their freedom once and for all. People have been joining us at a steady rate since we left.”
“It doesn’t hurt that we’ve got you,” River said to me.
“Excuse me?” I asked.
River looked to King for help. The others in the room who had not spent the past three weeks in Idaho were suddenly looking at me with a secret in their eyes. King, who knew I would appreciate the truth as honestly as he could bring it, spoke up.
“Word’s gotten out, buddy,” King said. “People know you’re not exactly normal. It’s causing quite a turn-out in the Watcher world. The truth of who you are has people picking sides – many of them are picking our side, because you offer them hope.”
I looked at Daniel then at the others for confirmation. Their eyes showed no lie; King was telling the truth. Watchers all around the world were joining the Saints because of me.
“People are joining up because I’m weird?” I asked. “What sense does that make?”
“They’re joining because they think you are the best option to defeat Marcus,” Reaper clarified. “You’re sort of the rallying point for those who wish for an alternative to Marcus. You are a symbol of what can be done without fear and repression. You’re a light to many.”
I stared at Reaper as he finished speaking. His words didn’t take away my confusion. There was no reason any sane Watcher would want to rally around me. I wasn’t even changed. Maybe, if they checked back in twenty years, I would be the sort of person they could stand behind. Right now, I was nothing more than a sixteen-year-old girl, who was fond of sarcasm, dark clothes and back tattoos. I was just a girl who was just trying to find her way in the world.
“That makes no sense,” I said.
“Sure it does,” River said.
“How do you figure?” I asked.
“Well, there was your little incident at Lorian’s, where you rode a Nightstalker before jumping off a cliff in the water below, the fact that you pulled Nemesis from the dark – which effectively ended the war and was no small thing to most of us – and the fact that Marcus’ hunt for you was not as secret as he would like. People know he wants you, and they know you are with us…and then there is the work you have been doing for us. You’ve been contributing in ways that many respect you for,” Reaper said.
“And the not-so-hidden fact that you have powers outside of your birthday,” Daniel added.
“So, really, it’s your own fault,” Jackson added.
I looked at them; the people I was closest to. They had a look in their eyes I wasn’t sure I was comfortable with. Was it admiration? A willingness to rally behind me as well? I couldn’t make out the truth of their thoughts, but I knew it was the most unsettling staring I had ever undergone. It was staring with a purpose – my purpose. They were certain I had more to play in the fight than I was willing to admit.
“This is ridiculous,” I said. “And stop staring at me like that. I’m Clare, not some war-cry, speech-making, sword-over-my-head wielding Watcher. I’ll just be satisfied if I can make it to tomorrow.”
“You don’t have to think long-term to be a reason to fight,” Reaper said.
“But it does helps to be hot, doll,” Spider added with a grin.
“I wouldn’t worry about it,” Alex said, knowing my fears. “Everyone knows that Reaper and River are in charge of the Saints. No one is asking you to step in and make any speeches. They’re just laying their bets with you, instead of Marcus, which I, for one, am not making complaints about. The more people we have on our side, the better.”
“I guess…” I agreed.
“I think it’s important to think about making a camp somewhere,” River said to Reaper. “The boat is getting a little crowded…and if more volunteer…”
Reaper nodded. “You’re right. We should think about it. Maybe this map can help us with a good staging point for that. We should send out scouts to see what is there.”
“I will go,” Preacher volunteered immediately.
“Me, too,” King said.
River looked at King then at Preacher. Her blue eyes were full of concern. She didn’t argue with their choice, but she couldn’t let her worry go without saying something.
“Are you sure?” River asked them.
“As sure as can be,” King said.
“Fine, that’s settled,” Reaper said. “Just be careful. Don’t take any risks.”
“I normally would,” King said. “But you know Preacher. He was born careful.”
Preacher smiled at the teasing, and did not try to correct King’s assessment of him. It was true. He moved through life with more caution than most anger-obsessed Watchers.
“Anything else?” Reaper asked.
Everybody shook his or her head in a ‘no.’
“Fine,” Reaper said. “We’ll meet back here when I have new information to share.”
The others stood and started to make their slow way out of the galley. Beatrice and Han came over to us and gave warm hugs of welcome, but they didn’t stay to chat. I got – from the distracted expressions on their faces – that they were in the middle of an experiment of some kind and wanted to get back to it. After their months of imprisonment, I would have thought they would be against continued experimentation, but they couldn’t repress their love of science. Not even after such a traumatic event.
“I need to speak with you,” Daniel said to Reaper.
Reaper nodded, as if he had expected as much, and sat down on top of the long table, his legs crossed in front of him. When the others were gone, Daniel held out his hand for Reaper to take. Reaper looked surprised that Daniel wanted to talk so privately, but he didn’t ask questions. He touched Daniel’s hand and listened carefully as Daniel shared his vision of the end of the world. Reaper’s expression grew increasingly troubled. When Daniel dropped his hand, Reaper seemed to come to a decision.
“How often have your visions been wrong?” Reaper asked.
“Wrong? Never…visions that I haven’t seen the whole truth? Often,” Daniel replied.
“Then I will take that as hope,” Reaper decided. He gestured at me. “What did the historian say about your training?”
“She said to come back after my birthday,” I said. “I don’t know if she intends on training me more or what. She didn’t say.”
“I have a feeling we should be prepared for whatever changes happen to you,” Reaper said.
“Why do you sound so scared?” I asked.
“I’m not scared,” Reaper replied. “Cautious…I’m cautious.”
“Because you’re afraid I’ll turn crazy or because you’re afraid nothing will happen?” I asked.
“Clare, you ask a lot of questions,” Reaper said.
“That’s not an answer,” I said.
“It’s as good as one as you’re going to get,” he said. “Are you going to stay here or somewhere else for the change?”
“Somewhere else,” Daniel replied.
“When will you leave?” Reaper asked.
“At dusk,” Daniel said. “I don’t want to take any chances.”
“Fair enough,” Reaper replied.
As he spoke, Sara and Moira appeared near the back of the galley. Moira had a man I recognized by the scruff of his neck. The weasel face, the gold around his neck and the horrible clothes were familiar – they had found Sevier. I knew he was as much a weasel as his face suggested. His eyes were shut; he looked unconscious. Seeing him reminded me of the first time we had met. I had put a knife to his throat in order to get Han and Beatrice’s location from him. He had also had my necklace – it had been sold to him by a cloaked figure, who had stolen the necklace from me in New Orleans. My pulse started to race in anger at the memory of him circling me in a predatory way.
Reaper looked at Sevier then at the galley. The galley was not brightly lit by any stretch of the imagination, but it also didn’t strike terror in to the heart of men. It was too warm a place for that.
“I don’t think this is the best place for a conversation,” Reaper said.
“What did you have in mind?” Daniel asked.
“I know a place,” Reaper said.
He held his hand out to Daniel then Sara, to share the location. Then, still holding on to Sara’s hand, Reaper, Moira and Sevier disappeared. Daniel took my hand and put the image Reaper had left in his mind in to my brain. The image was strange – all steel and water, but I accepted the image and felt my body move toward the place Reaper had shared. I knew it would be the beginning of a different truth. The truth of what Marcus was up to next.
 




Chapter 13
 

The room we found ourselves in was round, with square windows spaced at regular intervals. The green Atlantic surged in violent time to the harsh wind blowing around the structure. I saw four other similar round structures and a bridge that spanned all five buildings, like a spoke on a wheel. The round structures were on top of tall stilts that protected them from the ocean. Waves broke against the steel in an endless pursuit to topple the structures.
“Where are we?” I asked.
“Near England,” Reaper replied.
Reaper focused on Sevier, who was still out cold. He went to him and made him sit in a chair in the center of the room. The chair looked innocuous, but I saw silver handcuffs Sevier would not be able to escape. Reaper put the handcuffs around Sevier’s wrists and placed him in the chair. Then, he tapped hard on Sevier’s face. Sevier woke with a jolt. His black eyes searched our faces for an answer to his odd location; he looked disoriented and afraid. Sevier visibly tensed when he saw Daniel and me standing together. I waved at him, and his eyes darted to the windows and the door separating us from the outside. His eyes darted back to Daniel’s green eyes, and I saw fear that had nothing to do with being held captive. He was terrified of Daniel in a way that he was not terrified of me.
“Glad you could join us,” Reaper said, forcing Sevier to refocus on him.
“You’ll pay for this,” Sevier threatened in a weak voice.
“Sure,” Reaper agreed easily. “But right now, I need some information.”
“About what?” Sevier asked.
“Marcus, and what he is planning,” Reaper said.
“I can get you girls, guns and a fun night out, but anything else is out of my league,” Sevier lied.
“Really?” Reaper asked. “You’re going to play that game?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Sevier said. “I’m a business man. I don’t know what kinds of things Marcus and his Seekers get up to. It’s not my place to know. I just supply them with all the things I just mentioned.”
“Sevier…last chance. What is Marcus planning?”
“I don’t know!” Sevier said, his voice breaking with his fear.
Reaper sighed and shook his head regretfully.
“I really didn’t want it to come to this, but you leave me no choice,” Reaper said.
Sevier’s eyes moved back to Daniel and me. He was obviously worried about us more than anyone else in the room. It made me wonder what kind of history Daniel had with him. The fear in Sevier’s eyes was proof it had not been a happy one.
“What? What are you going to do?” Sevier asked.
“Moira is going to have a little talk with you,” Reaper said, gesturing at her. “After that, we will see what you can remember.”
Sevier sized Moira up. He paid special attention to her lack of shoes and her soft, flowing dress; she wasn’t as big a threat as me, who was glaring at him in hate. Sevier’s face was not nearly as frightened as it should have been. Reaper opened a heavy door and went outside, gesturing for the rest of us to follow. Sara, Daniel and I followed him out to a small balcony overlooking the ocean. The waves crashed beneath us and the spray covered our clothes in moisture.
When the door shut, I heard Moira’s low tone speak to Sevier, giving him one last chance to speak. He refused to give in. He flirted with her, offering her wealth beyond her dreams. Moira did not reply. Then, the screaming started. I focused on the sound of the waves, so I wouldn’t have to focus on the screaming. The others were not as bothered by the screams; they were just a means to an end.
“How did you know about this place?” Daniel asked conversationally.
“A girl,” Reaper said. “I thought I was madly in love. We ended up here once.”
“Ah,” Daniel said. “What happened with her?”
“She was insane, and totally addicted to being crazy,” Reaper said. “I admit willing to the impulse to do risky and dangerous stunts. I’ve done a lot I’m not proud of. But I couldn’t handle it. She was just too insane. Realized it wasn’t love after all.”
“Proof that even higher beings do stupid stuff for love,” I said.
“It’s worse for us,” Sara added. “When we decide to go crazy, we do it well.”
“I’ve noticed,” I said.
The screaming died down at my words. I heard Moira’s low tone again and the sound of Sevier begging. In his begging, he agreed to tell her whatever we wanted to know. Reaper turned at the words and went back inside. Daniel’s hand in mine prepared me for what I was about to see.
Sevier’s face was covered in silver blood. It looked as if blood had seeped out of his very pores. There were no marks on his body to suggest Moira had even touched him. I shivered at the idea but kept my eyes glued to his face.
“Marcus is planning an attack,” Sevier said in his quick voice.
“What kind of attack?” Reaper asked.
“The usual kind,” Sevier said. “Violent. He brought me a special order a month ago. Wanted materials to make a bomb, said it was to cause some mischief in the human world…make the humans realize their world was not as safe as they thought.”
“And you sold him this material?” Reaper asked.
“Business is business,” Sevier said.
“Did he say why it was important to make the humans know their world was not safe?” Reaper asked.
“Of course not,” Sevier said. “He doesn’t confide in me. It’s Marcus we’re talking about.”
“But you know where he plans to begin his attack,” Reaper said.
There was a beat of silence. Sevier looked afraid to answer, but one look at Moira convinced him otherwise.
“I did a little digging around,” Sevier admitted. “Got in contact with some sources. The Seekers in New York have been buzzing with the news. They’ve been preparing something there…I got news only yesterday that they’ve stepped up their operations there. My guess is that they’re done preparing, if they are being so transparent. They are ready to move. If Marcus has attacked the council, then you can bet he will move soon.”
“Do you have a place or a date?” Reaper asked. “Where in New York?”
“I don’t know!” Sevier said. “I swear!”
Reaper looked frustrated that Sevier seemed to be telling the truth. He didn’t know anything else. Moira’s talent had persuaded him to be honest. Reaper nodded.
“I believe you. Is there anything else you can tell me?” Reaper asked.
“You won’t stop him,” Sevier said. “He will win.”
Reaper’s mouth lifted in to a dangerous smile.
“We’ll see about that,” Reaper said.
Reaper went to Sevier and pulled him out of the chair. Reaper then marched Sevier over to the door and the balcony beyond. Without another word, Reaper threw Sevier in to the ocean. I heard a ‘splash’ from down below and gurgled curses from Sevier as he fought against the salty water. Sevier had nothing beyond the chains binding his hands and the harsh waves of the water to keep him company. We all stared at Reaper in shock. He turned back to us; his smile of satisfaction turned mischievous.
“What?” Reaper asked. “I thought he looked thirsty.”
“Won’t he die?” I asked.
“Nah, rats make great swimmers,” Reaper said. “Besides, maybe next time he’ll think about who he sells explosives to.”
Daniel was the only one who didn’t look shocked by Reaper throwing a man in to the sea. He looked as if he would have done more than just throw Sevier to the sharks.
“We should get back,” Daniel said. “If Marcus is preparing a bomb in New York…”
“We have to stop it,” Reaper agreed.
Reaper held his hand out to Sara. Moira did the same. They disappeared in to the darkness beyond. Down below, I heard the continued splashing of Sevier and the brutal waves attacking the structure. Sevier’s curses were drowned out by the waves and the wind blowing like madness over the landscape. Daniel held his hand out to me, and I erased Sevier from my mind. He would find his way – vermin always did. I focused on the ship and felt the tug of travel take me to my destination.
At the ship, Reaper decided it was best to keep the bomb as quiet as possible, until we knew more. He made his rounds to the people he thought should know and left the others to think there was nothing wrong. The time to take care of the attack would come, but Reaper didn’t want people to get worked up before there was something to get worked up about. It was sound logic, though I wondered if there was really any way to keep that sort of thing secret. Secrets always were found out. It was their nature.
Daniel and I decided to tell our people ourselves. We found Han, Beatrice, Margaret and Jackson first and told them the news. Han and Beatrice looked more bothered by the idea than Margaret and Jackson. Margaret and Jackson simply looked determined to stop the attack. They would do what they could to help. Our other friends were harder to find. We finally tracked Spider down at a poker game in the ship’s hold. One look in Spider’s eyes told us he already knew about the attack. The look in his eyes also suggested something else was wrong. It was a personal pain I thought I recognized.
“You okay?” I asked him as he collected his winnings from the center of the table.
“Peachy, doll,” Spider said. “What could be wrong with me?”
“Is that a rhetorical question?” I asked.
Spider’s face was sarcastic as he looked up from his winnings. Then, he lost the sarcasm and looked up at the top railing. I followed his line of sight and saw Eli watching the game with a veiled expression on his face. Eli turned away as I caught his eye. I instantly knew that Eli was the source of Spider’s pain.
“Did he talk to you?” I asked.
“Tried to,” Spider said.
“What did he say?” I asked.
“Not much of anything,” Spider said. “He definitely didn’t apologize. Just said he wanted to explain. Like he could have a good reason for doing what he did…”
“Maybe not a good one, but a reason all the same,” I said.
“Yeah, yeah,” Spider said, not interested in hearing excuses.
Spider’s eyes moved to Daniel, who was watching us with concern on his face. For some reason, the concern made Spider shift awkwardly. It was if he didn’t know what to do with the emotion – it made him feel conflicted for a reason he didn’t feel like sharing. Spider avoided Daniel’s eyes and put a hand on mine.
“I’m fine, doll…” Spider assured me. “If you need help, don’t forget about me,” he said.
“I won’t,” I promised.
Daniel and I moved away from the table and went in search of the last person on our list to tell: Alex. We searched the lower levels then moved on to the upper levels, figuring she would be somewhere talking to one of the many Watchers who came to her for a friendly, caring ear. We searched every room that we could think of, but she was not to be found. As we reached the door to the outside, I felt worry settle in to my chest. Where was she? I was about to mention my worry to Daniel when I heard her voice. It was muffled and sounded as if it were carried away by the wind, but there was no mistaking it.
“It’s easy for you to say that now,” Alex said. “Hindsight is 50-50. My emotions aren’t your plaything. You made your choice.”
“I never intended for them to be,” I heard Eli say in his quiet voice. “I was wrong to leave.”
“Yes, you were,” Alex said.
“I left because I was afraid. I was afraid to hurt you and afraid to face the truth. It’s been so long since I’ve had anyone in my life that could…” He hesitated. “Is it too late?”
Alex didn’t reply. The silence was oppressive.
“You don’t have to answer now,” Eli said. “Just know that I’m sorry, and I never meant to hurt you.”
I heard footsteps cross a hard surface, and then the door to the outside was thrown back. Daniel and I stared at Eli. His strange eyes were full of sadness and doubt, but, in the depths, I also saw hope. He stifled his hope as he looked at us; he thought we had not heard his conversation. He didn’t speak; he merely passed us and went his solitary way down the hall. Daniel and I shared a questioning look. His eyes asked me if I wanted to talk to Alex in private. I nodded a ‘yes,’ and Daniel followed Eli’s path down the hall.
The second I stepped outside, I was met by a harsh wind. It tore in to my flesh with unrelenting cold and threatened to knock me overboard. Alex was standing at the railing, on the same side of the ship as the door. She was oblivious to the wind, though it whipped her hair around her face with angry vengeance. She didn’t seem to notice me as I stepped out and joined her at the rail, but I knew she was very aware of my presence. We stood in silence for a long minute. In that minute, I realized she was crying. I put my arm around her shoulders and waited for her to speak first.
“This is so stupid,” she said.
“Yeah,” I agreed.
“Why couldn’t he have kept his mouth shut?” she asked.
I was wondering the same thing. I had warned him about pulling Alex in to an emotional crisis, but he had obviously not heard me. Or was it that the emotions were too strong for him to ignore? It was difficult to tell with him; he was the king of keeping his emotions personal.
“I don’t know,” I said. “What are you going to do?”
Alex’s blue eyes shone with the moisture of her tears as she turned to look at me. The question had caught her off guard. She looked startled I had thought to ask such a thing.
“What am I going to do?” she asked.
“Yeah,” I agreed.
“What do you mean?” she asked.
The question was simple in my mind.
“Eli or Reaper?” I asked.
She turned her face back to the ocean. She thought about my question for a moment. She wasn’t as prepared to answer as I had thought – the question was not as simple for her. She was still digesting her emotions on the subject. I thought I knew which one of them was best for her, but I couldn’t make her decision for her. It was up to her to choose. When she spoke, her words were concise, carefully chosen.
“I am going to focus on what is front of me. Marcus is a problem. We need to face him before we can deal with anything else. What did you find out from Sevier?”
I sighed. She wasn’t ready. I didn’t want to push her.
“We found out that Sevier is a weasel, and that Marcus definitely is planning something big,” I said.
“What?” she asked.
I put my hand on hers and filled in on the details through our mental connection. Her eyes widened when she realized the implications of what I was saying.
“We have to stop him,” Alex said.
“I don’t think we were planning on going tanning instead,” I said.
“But when will this happen?” she asked. “Soon…tomorrow…today?”
“We don’t know,” I said. “It’s on our to-do list to find out, though.”
“We should go see what they intend to do about it,” she said.
By ‘they’ she meant Reaper and Daniel.
“Yeah…” I agreed.
Alex started to pass me to go inside, but I grabbed hold of her arm. She turned at the feel of my hand on her arm. Her eyes were incredibly sad as she looked at me; it was sadness she couldn’t hide anymore.
“You’re not alone,” I said. “I’m here.”
Alex’s smile was small but pleased. She appreciated my words, but getting rid of the sadness was not so easy.
“I’ll keep that in mind,” she said.
She hooked her arm around mine and pulled me away from the railing and back to the door.
Reaper was not in the galley. Instead, he was in his room with Daniel. Reaper had his arms crossed as he sat on his bunk. He looked thoughtful. He was contemplating taking on the weight of the world or something equally as profound. Daniel was pacing in front of him.
I knocked twice on the edge of the doorframe and Reaper gestured me in. Alex hovered behind me, unwilling to cross the threshold with the raw emotions still surging through her. It was a threshold that separated her from another emotional pull – Reaper’s.
“Well?” I asked.
“Your hero-boyfriend was just deciding what to do,” Reaper said.
“We were discussing what to do,” Daniel corrected.
“Sure, if you want to put it that way,” Reaper said with a smile.
“What did Daniel decide?” I asked.
“We’re going to go to the city and scour it for signs of a bomb,” Reaper said.
“That’s it?” I asked. “Search until something turns up?”
“It’s better than sitting here and doing nothing,” Reaper pointed out.
Daniel was only listening to our conversation on the edges – he was more focused on what we were about to do.
“We have to assume that he will act soon. He wouldn’t do all this preparation for nothing. Marcus would pick an area that would cause the most panic,” Daniel said. “He’s all about show…the most panic at the smallest cost.”
A dream I had weeks ago rose in front of my eyes. It was me running toward Times Square just as a bomb explodes. I had the answer they were searching for.
“Times Square,” I said without thinking.
“That’s a little obvious, don’t you think?” Daniel asked.
“Yeah,” I agreed. “But isn’t that the point? Times Square is iconic. People have an image of it in their heads, especially tourists. A lot of people think of Times Square when they think of New York.”
“But does Marcus want to cause panic, or does he just want to kill everyone?” Alex asked.
“It’s hard to tell,” Daniel said. “A bomb has the feeling of grandiose, though. You do it to make a point…you do it to accomplish something else…”
“We’ll check there first,” Reaper said. “If we don’t find anything…well, there’s always the rest of the city.”
“Yeah…” I agreed.
“Preacher and King just left to scout the area on the map you found,” Reaper said. “But the others are available. We’ll see what we can do.”
“I want to come,” Alex said.
“Me, too,” I said.
“Clare…” Daniel started to say.
I knew where he was going. He wanted to lock me away where my screams would not disturb the general public, but I felt as if I was the only person who would know what to look for. I would sense if the dream was real or not. I held up my hand to stop him.
“I’m going,” I said. “We have time.”
“Not that much,” Daniel said.
“Are we going to fight about this?” I asked.
“Yes,” Daniel replied.
“I’ll win,” I said.
“I’m incredibly charming,” Daniel pointed out. “And when that fails, I’m incredibly ruthless.”
“Did you just threaten me?” I asked.
“Guys, this is way cute, but we don’t have time,” Alex said. “A bomb in a city, remember?”
“Clare goes, but if we get close to your time to change then you leave. We stay in pairs. All information goes through me,” Reaper said, taking control of the situation. “You find something, you call.”
“I wish to come as well,” Serenity said, stepping around Alex to join us. She had been eavesdropping on our conversation.
Reaper looked at her with a question in his eyes. He wasn’t sure what to make of her continued presence. The agreement with Odette had ended the moment Odette had fled and the council had been killed. There was no reason for her to stick around. Or was there? Was she still playing Odette’s game?
“I wish to play my part in the story unfolding,” Serenity said, noticing the expression on his face. “This is the last place left I have to do that…with Odette gone, I have nowhere else to be.”
Reaper looked at Daniel, who, in turn, nodded.
“Fine,” Reaper said. “I’m going to go collect the others.”
“Alright,” Daniel agreed.
Serenity turned and left ahead of Reaper, while Daniel and Alex held their hands out to me. I took their hands and imagined the one place in New York I knew was safe from prying eyes. We stepped in to the moving dark and beyond.
Daniel’s penthouse above the bank he owned was as empty as we had left it. A thin haze of abandonment surrounded the open room.
“We have eleven hours before the change. I want to be gone before then,” Daniel said. “So, let’s start looking.”
“Lead the way,” I said.
We took the elevator down to the main level. He caught strange looks from the employees in the bank; looks from those not accustomed to seeing their boss, particularly with two girls behind him. Daniel ignored the looks, waved familiarly at the doorman, who didn’t seem to care who Daniel was, only that he needed a door opened, and walked out in to the New York autumn. Snow was on the streets – an early season storm had ravaged the city. The streets were clear, but the sidewalks held snow which had turned brown with the traffic.
Alex inhaled sharply then put a hand to her nose as she followed after us.
“How is it that you two smile like idiots every time we’re here, but all I can think is ‘urine smell’?” she asked.
“You’ve never lived here the way a person should,” I replied.
“I hear your words, and know that you mean them, but all that I register is ‘urine smell,’” Alex said.
“You’re an animal,” I said. “No class.”
“Excuse me?” Alex asked.
She arched an eyebrow dangerously. She had taken my words to mean her change in to Nightstalker, instead of the teasing way I had meant it.
“You know what I mean…” I said.
Daniel’s phone rang as we walked. He answered on the first ring. His face was neutral – the way it always got when he was in the middle of a mission. When he picked up, I heard the sound of Reaper’s voice. They talked for a brief moment then hung up.
“Reaper and the rest are in place,” Daniel informed us. “They’re starting their search. He said to remember to call him if we find anything.”
Alex and I nodded in understanding and did our best to match Daniel’s purposeful stride. He was unyielding and full of determination. I sensed him thinking about his past with Marcus, the time they had spent as friends in the very city we were searching for a bomb. I sensed him wondering how he could have missed Marcus’ anger and the darkness around his heart. There was stubbornness in Daniel’s mind as well; a stubborn promise not to let Marcus win. Daniel would stop the bomb, single-handedly if he had to.
Times Square was bustling with the normal workday foot-traffic and the tourists who were brave enough to endure the chilly winds. Even though it was not the busiest I had ever seen the area, it was busy enough. I knew Marcus was not stupid enough to wait until after hours, if he was planning something. He would act when the street was busiest. Our time was ticking down. And if not today, then did we dare rest and let him set it off tomorrow?
Daniel stopped on the intersection of W40th and 7th. He looked around at the theaters and buildings we had to search, just along that intersection alone. We couldn’t see Reaper or any of the others, but I knew they were in the area, probably having similar moments of doubt.
“This is a lot of ground to cover,” Daniel said with a frown.
“Yeah, no kidding,” Alex said. “Seems like this is getting more impossible by the moment.”
“What are you talking about?” I asked. “We have the word of a creep that a bomb will go off sometime in the foreseeable future, somewhere in New York. What makes you think this is impossible?”
Alex’s grin was lopsided. Her grin faded and she bit her lip thoughtfully. My words had given her an idea.
“Daniel…” she said. “Why don’t you try…you know, seeing the foreseeable future? Maybe there’s something there.”
“I tried,” Daniel admitted.
“Try harder,” I said.
He frowned at me.
“Don’t think about what will happen if you fail,” I said “Just let your mind do what it does naturally.”
“Now you sound like the historian,” Daniel muttered.
“Have you been eavesdropping in on our conversations?” I asked.
Daniel shrugged and closed his eyes to focus. In any other city, I would have worried about standing out, about people staring at the strange man standing on the sidewalk with his eyes closed, while two others stared at him, but we were in New York. If people did notice, they made certain not to look any further than what the corner of their eye could tell them. It was something I enjoyed about the city: the anonymity.
Daniel finally opened his eyes.
“Nothing,” he replied.
“Nothing at all?” Alex asked.
“Stock markets…that man is going to hail a taxi…” A man stepped up to the curb and raised his hand to signal a taxi right on cue. “But nothing to suggest Marcus is nearby,” Daniel replied.
I knew it wasn’t just because he was having trouble seeing the future. Marcus knew what Daniel could do – it was possible he was keeping his plan unfixed just to keep Daniel off his trail.
“So...what now?” I asked.
“We keep looking,” Daniel replied.
“What if Sevier was telling a lie?” I asked. “We could be searching here while he swims to freedom…and on to Marcus, to let him know he talked.”
“Sevier wasn’t lying,” Daniel said. “He might not have been telling the whole truth, but he wasn’t lying.”
“I think you need to look up the definition of lying,” I said.
“I’ll do that,” Daniel replied.
“I have a feeling this is going to be a long day of looking through garbage,” Alex said.
“Just think of all the urine smells you’ll get to take in,” I said.
“I’m jumping for joy,” Alex said. “You just can’t tell because I’m so overcome with happiness.”
“It would be something large enough to make an impact but small enough to not get noticed,” Daniel mused. “Marcus has access to the best weapons in the world…the device could be smaller than we think.”
“Are we invited to the conversation?” I asked him.
“We’ll focus on high traffic areas first then spread out to areas with less people,” he replied. “Look for anything that doesn’t belong.”
“Great,” I said.
We checked trashcans, doorways, cars, anything that could hold a bomb. The afternoon had descended on us when Reaper and the others joined us near the visitor’s center. They looked as frustrated as we did. I could tell they had spent their day doing the same thing we had.
“Any luck?” Reaper asked hopefully.
“No,” Daniel admitted.
Reaper was skeptical we would find anything.
“We should keep looking,” Reaper said. “We can’t afford not to, but…”
“You have an empire of wayward Watchers to run and need to focus your attention there, instead of focusing on searching through garbage cans?” I asked.
“I don’t know if I would put it that way,” Reaper said.
“Clare just did,” Alex said.
“I will stay and search,” Serenity volunteered.
I knew that she had volunteered Eli as well. Eli’s look suggested as much – he would not be left out. We all looked at her suspiciously. It was difficult not to; Serenity would not volunteer to search for something so uncertain without a reason. She would not volunteer to search through garbage. She did not miss our suspicious looks.
“It’s not as if I have a lot to do within the group,” Serenity pointed out. “I’m not a ‘Saint’ after all.”
Reaper wasn’t in the mood to argue.
“Do what you want,” Reaper replied.
“I want to stay, too,” I said.
Daniel turned to me, an expression on his face that expressed confusion and doubt – doubt for my intellect? It was hard to tell.
“You can’t stay,” Daniel replied.
“You said the change happens at the exact moment of your birth,” I said.
“Right...” Daniel agreed.
“I was born at ten o’clock at night,” I said. “So we have some time.”
“Clare…” Daniel started to protest.
“I’m the only one that has seen the vision of the bomb,” I replied. “I’ll know the situation when it comes up. I’ll be able to stop it.”
“You don’t know that,” Daniel said. “The future never turns out the way you expect.”
“I have to try…” I said.
“What if ‘trying’ gets other people killed?” Daniel asked. “What if you change and hurt people?”
“You have my permission to knock me out,” I said.
“I don’t think…” Daniel started to protest.
“I’ll stay, too,” Alex volunteered. “I’ll make sure Clare doesn’t go crazy.”
“You have time to get her somewhere safe,” Reaper pointed out, also taking my side. “And if she knows something about this attack that we don’t…”
“Fine,” Daniel replied. “But I get to make the decision when it’s time to stop looking.”
“That’s fair,” I said.
“Margaret and Jackson can help as well,” Reaper said.
Jackson and Margaret had already made that choice for themselves; I could see it on their faces. They wouldn’t have left if we told them to.
“Alright,” I said. “So let’s get to turning over more garbage cans and breaking in to buildings.”
“You’ve never sounded more like a homeless person,” Alex pointed out.
Reaper nodded at us hopefully and held out his hand to Sara. The others grabbed hold of Sara as well, their eyes bothered that they were leaving. But they had to focus on Israel and getting more bodies for the looming fight we could all feel in the future. Searching for the bomb didn’t feel quite as certain as the fight. Their expressions of doubt haunting us, they disappeared. I saw a man do a double take, and heard his confused thoughts, before he decided his eyes were playing tricks on him. Serenity and Eli walked away from us. Serenity’s eyes lingered on my face. Eli was careful to keep his eyes away from Alex. The rest of us eyed the afternoon streets of New York with the overwhelming sense that we were faced with the impossible.
“Maybe we should move our search outside of Times Square,” Daniel suggested tentatively.
“We’ll go north,” Jackson volunteered.
Serenity and Eli had already gone south. That left us with east and west.
“I’ll go that way,” Alex said pointing east. “Don’t do anything dangerous without calling.”
“I won’t,” I promised.
She nodded and walked away. I would have normally been worried about her wandering the New York streets alone, but I had noticed a change in her over the past three weeks. It was confidence she could handle whatever came her way. She had found peace over her abilities. I knew anyone who bothered her would be sorry. Daniel and I shared a look of purpose as we turned west. We would find what we were looking for.
I just hoped we would be in time to prevent a disaster.
 




Chapter 14
 

Our search took us through many of New York’s best-kept secrets. We looked everywhere, feeling as if we were searching for the impossible. As the afternoon faded in to a dark evening, I saw a suspicion dawn in Daniel’s eyes. We stopped walking when we reached the bay. The water was choppy with the cold wind blowing it around. It was the end of the line. We had searched everywhere we could and had come up with nothing.
I turned to Daniel. The suspicion in his eyes had grown stronger with the passing moments.
“What are you thinking?” I asked.
“What do you mean?” he asked back.
“You’re suspicious of something,” I said.
He sighed and didn’t try to hide what he was thinking. He knew it would only make me angry.
“What if Marcus sent you that dream? You had it before the historian taught you to keep your mind shut off from him. It could be a trick.”
“You think Marcus wants us here?” I asked.
“He wants you,” Daniel said. “And it seems he is getting increasingly desperate to have you.”
“But how would he know when I would come? It doesn’t make sense,” I said.
“Marcus puts things in to motion that sometimes takes years to develop. He plans and he plots. It could be that he has people waiting for you to show up…maybe he’s trying to distract us from something else he has going on…there are any number of reasons.”
“Do you think we should go then?” I asked, finally giving up on ever finding anything in a city with so many secrets.
Daniel’s expression was conflicted. A part of him wanted to go – to take me to a safe place – but another part of him wanted to keep looking.
“Marcus isn’t above really planting a bomb to draw us out,” Daniel said. “That could be part of his plan as well. He could accomplish two things at once.”
“But how does that tie in to the weapon he thinks my blood can unlock?” I asked. “Why would he attack New York when he could just find the weapon and be ruler of the world or whatever?”
“Why do you ask questions you know I don’t have the answer to?” Daniel asked in an irritated voice.
“I’m just trying to get the facts straight,” I said.
Daniel sighed, and his face turned apologetic.
“Sorry…I’m just wound up.”
“I think we both have a right to be,” I said.
Daniel nodded and we turned back to the street. A group of teenagers dressed up in the Halloween spirit passed us, headed toward Times Square. I realized it was later than I had thought. Night was fully upon us. We were out of time.
“We should probably check in with the others,” Daniel said. “They might want to keep looking while we…I mean, you…”
“Yeah,” I agreed.
Daniel took my hand, wrapping his long fingers around mine in a reassuring way, and we followed the teenagers back toward Broadway. As we walked, I tried to reconcile our failure in finding the threat – or even discovering if the threat was real – with my fear at what was waiting for me.
For as long as I could remember, I had feared the change. It was something that haunted my dreams and my waking moments alike. Ellen had once told me I would turn crazy with the change – Daniel told me control was possible. But control sounded harder than he wanted to admit. I knew that something would change with my birthday; a switch would be flipped forever. Controlling my anger would not be a simple task, not that I managed all that well now. If I was really supposed to inherit power that Lorian and Darian had fought for centuries to claim, could I control myself? I feared my lack of control more than I feared any physical pain or new physical abilities. I had committed myself to helping people, not hurting them. Would that be possible after the change?
Daniel’s hand tightened on mine. The historian had taught me to keep my shield up at all times, and I was managing, but I couldn’t hide my emotions and my thoughts from Daniel. He knew without having me say anything. I tried to find the voice to tell him I was fine, to stop the worry in his eyes, but the ability escaped me. My emotions were too real.
With my worry surrounding my senses, I didn’t pay attention to the group of teenagers in front of us. But Daniel did. He tensed as the group took off running and rounded the corner, headed in the direction we were going.
“They’re just playing around,” I tried to assure him as his hand threatened to crush mine.
Daniel didn’t reply. His eyes went to search the rooftops, cars, anything that could hide a person. Figuring he wasn’t paranoid by nature, I decided to look as well. Maybe he had seen something I had missed. Our eyes scouring the streets, my mind reaching out for enemies, Daniel picked up his pace. More people started filling the streets up as the night brought out the Halloween spirit – people with their kids, adults starting a night out of partying, regular people who were just trying to get home before the Halloween rush of candy-goers. There were princesses, knights, angels, demons, superheroes, and more masked people than I felt comfortable around, especially when Daniel was in the middle of being tense and hyperaware. My ears picked up on every stray sound; my eyes noticed every sudden movement.
“This way,” Daniel urged me.
We took a different street, two blocks down from the one we were originally going to take. The foot-traffic decreased with the turn.
“What is it?” I asked. “Did you see something?”
“A feeling,” Daniel replied tersely.
“That’s helpful,” I said.
“A feeling that I’ve been here before, and it did not end well,” he replied.
“Oh…” I said.
As he said it, the group of teenagers appeared around the corner in front of us. They were wearing masks over their faces, but as we caught sight of them, I wondered how I could have possibly missed the fact that they were much more graceful than the average teenager. They were Watchers. From the wicked smiles on their faces and their menacing body language, I knew they were Seekers. They were Marcus’ people, and they had found us…again. Daniel was right – this whole thing was a trap.
Daniel stopped walking. His eyes searched the road for a way out. I realized they had herded us to this spot – it was perfect for an ambush. Daniel and I started to back away. Running was better than fighting them all. But the first group had been joined by a second. More Seekers stepped out from behind us. Daniel and I shared a look full of meaning. He lowered in to an aggressive stance, and I pulled out my dagger. If they were going to try to take us, they would have a fight.
“They’re feeling a bit naughty,” a female voice called out.
“Tsk...Tsk,” a male voice replied.
They moved closer with the words, circling back and forth across the street in a strange dance of movement. It was a deadly dance, deadly in its uniform chaos. They were trained, but not in the way I was used to the Seekers being trained. They moved and danced rhythmically in and out of the shadows falling against the buildings. It was as if they were circus performers designed with murder in mind. Daniel and I moved so that we were back to back, so I could keep an eye on one side of the street and he the other.
“Are you going to cartwheel us to death?” I asked. “Or did you plan on fighting?”
Laughter sounded throughout the streets. It was ghostly, repeated back to us a thousand times. Then, as one, the group disappeared. There was no hint of movement – they were simply gone. The second after they disappeared, the street went dark. There was no precursor to the dark, no warning. Even the buildings had gone dark. I saw the streetlamps from the streets intersecting ours, but they seemed a long ways off. Too far. My eyes focused on the dark, allowing for the change in circumstances; adapting as the historian had taught me.
I looked behind me to Daniel’s side of the street. His group was gone as well. I started to ask Daniel what was going on, when I felt a new rush of movement; it was coming from both directions. Through the dark, I saw a flash of silver moving directly at my face. Daniel and I hit the ground at the same time. The knives disappeared with the miss. I stood again and felt a rush of movement in front of me. I flinched back as a Watcher appeared in front of me. She was unlike any Watcher I had ever seen. Her skin was distorted by black scales similar to a Nightstalker’s. The scales continued along her neck and arms. The mask that covered her cheeks and nose was a reflection of the black scales. It looked as if she was wearing a costume of scales. I knew the truth. Her body was not normal – she was not a typical Watcher.
She reached out to grab me. I slashed out at her hand with the knife. It cut in to her. Black blood hit the sidewalk. I tried to follow through with another hit to her face, but she disappeared. This time, I was able to see the rush of movement. She was not a walker – she was something else. She was something I had never seen before.
Behind me, I felt Daniel dealing with a different attack. Three Watchers had circled him. One of them had a talent with darkness – not just creating darkness but also using it to their will. The person had formed a whip out of the darkness and was lashing it at Daniel. His shirt was ripped in the places where the whip had connected. He had managed to dodge the majority of the blows, however, even as he fought the other two Watchers hand-to-hand. I was prepared to help him, figuring I had scared the other Watcher away, when a feeling unlike any I had ever known swarmed my body.
It was the feeling of total, complete pain
It was not like being shot, which I had lived through twice. It was not the pain I had endured while in prison. It was my entire body feeling as if someone had turned it inside out, set it on fire, while simultaneously electrocuting me. My vision swam as I tried to keep my feet. The knife in my hand dropped to the ground as my hand lost its strength to hold it. My knees buckled; I tried to hang on. I had to stay conscious to help Daniel.
As I felt my knees buckle, the woman with the scales came back in to my line of sight. She was a flash in the dark – she wrapped her hands around my arm without pause. My necklace burned bright at the touch. She dropped her hands and screeched. It was the most terrible sound I had ever heard. I stumbled away from her, my hands not strong enough even to move to protect my ears from the sound. I felt another warm touch on my hand as I stumbled. Daniel. The necklace did not resist his touch.
Through the haze of pain, I saw him pick up the knife I had dropped. Next to the knife were two bodies. Their eyes were wide open; blood ran from their wounds. Other shapes pressed in on us from the dark, threatening us with their circus-like stealth and their strange laughter. Daniel wrapped my arm around his shoulder and used his considerable strength to keep me on my feet.
Then, the laughter died down. It was replaced by the sounds of fear and of sharp steel cutting in to flesh. It was difficult to focus around the pain, but I saw a person step through the darkness with the grace of a seasoned fighter. A second person followed after the first. I wanted to react, to do something about the new threat, but the only thing keeping from face planting in to the sidewalk was Daniel. I didn’t have the strength to react the way I normally would have. The people stepped closer and I saw that they weren’t Seekers. Serenity and Eli had found us. Serenity held dual, curved daggers in her hand, while Eli was unarmed.
“Come on,” Serenity urged Daniel.
Daniel pulled me along the sidewalk at her urging. Serenity moved in front of us, while Eli stayed behind us, guarding our retreat. At one point, Daniel had to help me step over a row of bodies – the Seekers Serenity and Eli had taken care of. Finally, light returned to the world. It was exceedingly bright after the darkness of the street. Regular people moved along the sidewalk in search of tricks and treats and things far more pleasurable than a deadly fight in the dark. They were happily oblivious to the violence that had taken place only a street away.
“How did you know we were here?” Daniel asked.
Serenity sighed. “Odette…it was the last mission she had for me. To be here for Clare’s birthday. I am glad I listened.”
“Oh, of course,” Daniel replied.
“We need to get her to a safe place,” Serenity said.
“I don’t think she can make it too much further,” Daniel replied.
A group of adults wearing superhero costumes passed us. They were loud – their conversation littered with laughter and old stories. I fixated on their conversation feeling as if they were under water. Or was it me who was under water? Was I swimming in air? The pain was worse. My body was unraveling. I was unraveling. I couldn’t take much more. My body alternated between sweating profusely and being very cold. My head pounded in time to my heartbeat. It was a drum of agony. My skin itched, burned and crawled. There was another feeling – a feeling as if another being was trying to escape my skin. Serenity and Daniel kept their weapons in hand, trusting to the nature of the holiday to keep anyone from looking too closely.
“I know a place near here,” Serenity said. “It’s about two blocks over.”
I sensed Daniel’s hesitation. But there was no telling where the other Seekers had gone or who was following. I couldn’t walk to the place in-between in my state. We were out of options.
“Fine,” Daniel said.
I couldn’t understand what was happening to me. Had one of the Seekers done this to me? Why was I in so much pain? When would the pain end? I just wanted it to end. This was the sort of pain that rooted its way down to a person’s very soul. My throat was locked down –words escaped me. But I had Daniel’s touch. His mental shield was down for my sake; he was trying to offer me what strength he could.
What’s going on? I asked around my pain.
The change…Daniel replied.
It’s not time, I argued. Ellen said I was born at ten.
Ellen has a notoriously bad memory…Daniel pointed out.
It hurts…I confessed.
It won’t last forever, he promised. I’ll be right here...
The pain took me over again, despite Daniel’s soothing thoughts. I was immediately wrapped up in the grand punishment of my kind. I lost track of space and time as we walked. There was only one reality – pain. I was aware only on the edges of my awareness as the brisk wind cut off and we went inside. Daniel carried me up several sets of stairs, pausing only at a closed blue door. Serenity opened the door for him and ushered us inside. Eli quickly followed after us.
The most noticeable part of our surroundings was the dark wood that was everywhere and mannequins, which were thrown everywhere in a grim graveyard of plastic humans. There was openness to the space, room to breathe. There was also an air of neglect. The building was abandoned. We went up another short flight of stairs, and Daniel finally set me down. Eli stayed in the room down below – to keep guard over the door.
“I had a clothing shop here in the sixties,” Serenity said. “This room is soundproof and will serve your needs.”
“Thank you,” Daniel replied.
“I will make sure the others did not follow us and, if they did, I will take care of them,” Serenity promised.
Daniel nodded and lowered me to the floor. The movement was torturous, but no worse than the two blocks I had just faced. My body automatically formed a ball on the floor. It was instinct. I did my best to keep the fact that everything would be okay in the front of my mind. The pain would end – this was not going to last forever. The thoughts were not as strong as the pain.
Daniel moved so that he was in front of me, so that I could look him in the eyes. He put a hand on my cheek and did his best to shelter me from some of the pain. It took the edge off, but even he could not stop what was happening to me. Every second was a buildup of a darker pain. It grew and grew until I was certain it was the end of me. I let out a scream. It was the only way to articulate the feeling in my body. I let out another and another, the screams tore through my body as much as the pain. Time ended with the pain.
Occasional flashes of awareness came through the pain.
I heard Daniel call Reaper on the phone, even as he held me close. But there was no answer – no one picked up. I heard Daniel have a brief, worried conversation with Serenity. I could tell they were talking, but the words were foreign. I did not understand them. Once, I threw up, though I had not eaten in months. There was more screaming – more articulation of the pain. Around the pain, I felt a slow change. It was as if my body was rearranging itself, preparing for something more than I could have ever hoped. It was not a change my body welcomed willingly. A couple of times, I felt the pulse of my father’s necklace. It was like a heartbeat – a reminder of the light at the end of the pain-filled tunnel. I clung to it, and Daniel’s touch, and waited for the world to begin again.
I was not sure if it was moments later or days when the pain finally died down. Time had lost all meaning. The pain was not the end of the ordeal, however. For the first time since hearing about the change, I understood Daniel’s fear of what would happen. He was right to want me in a place better suited for solitude. As the pain dwindled, I felt something I was as equally helpless to stop. Anger. Overwhelming, utterly terrifying anger surrounded me. I was suddenly in a rage – the rage blinded me. I couldn’t see beyond the veil of anger. I wanted to kill. I wanted to feel the rush of combat and ultimate victory. I wanted to tear the world apart. My body moved in response to that anger; it demanded I find a way to take out the aggression.
As I moved, the necklace burned hotter than I had ever felt it burn. The necklace was warning me to calm down. The burning against my skin cut through my senses. It woke me to the fact that things were not right. I was not right.
I finally realized Daniel had moved on top of me. He held me down. It took all of his strength to keep me in place. He had marks on his face – marks that suggested I had hit him. Around us, the room was a wreck. One of the interior walls had been torn down. The ceiling was in shambles. Fire marred the dark wood. Daniel’s eyes reflected his fear – he couldn’t hide it. I wondered how close to winning the fight I had come. Close enough. The necklace kept up its steady burn against my skin. It warned me to behave. Daniel’s touch told me something else; it reminded me of the person I was. I stopped struggling and willed my body to relax. As I did, I took stock of my body. I didn’t feel normal. It was as if another being had taken me over, leaving only my history and my experiences as proof that I was still alive.
The biggest change was my mind. It had grown – there was no other way to put it. The barriers that had limited me were gone. The scope of thought was frightening. The capacity of my thoughts went beyond multi-tasking – I could think of dozens of things at once without losing track of one of them. I could sense power and a lack of fear. I would always find a way to do what I wanted. My brain told me so. I had also found a profoundly logical way of thinking. I could assess, make the best choice in all the facts presented and react accordingly in only a second’s time. I understood what Beatrice had once said about a second being an eternity to a Watcher. It was as if the world stood still while I contemplated my next move. In comparison to the overwhelmingly analytical part of my mind, there was burning anger – it festered in the background, taunting me with its warmth. It was easy to feel drawn to the anger.
My body was another study in change. I was strong, though the strength went beyond muscles and stamina. I could defy the very laws of physics. Normal rules of pain and punishment did not apply to me. I could endure a fall from an airplane or a train crashing in to me. I was Superman, without the cape and tights. I was sore from the pain that had made its rounds through my muscles and veins, but I felt I could do anything. There were no boundaries. The world did not hold the same fears as before. The earth was not as strong as I was.
My breathing was different, controlled. I needed less air to accomplish the same tasks I had been doing my whole life. Even though I had just been stopped from a rampage of what looked like epic proportions, I was barely winded. I could have held my breath for thirty minutes easy.
My eyesight was incredible. The world around me was dark. There were no lights on, nothing to give away our position. The darkness did not prevent me from seeing the room, the broken mannequins and every feature on Daniel’s face as he looked at me. His green eyes, his pale white skin, his midnight hair, and the curves on his face – I had never seen him so completely. My new eyes gave me a view of him that my old eyes had missed. He was beyond beautiful; he was flawless. And he had stayed. Throughout the pain and the anger, he had protected me.
He didn’t let up on his hold of me as I took stock of my body. He doubted I was in control. I didn’t blame him for his doubt. I wasn’t entirely sure if I had control of my emotions either. They felt raw and exposed. My uncertainty did not stop me from taking advantage of his closeness, though. I moved up and kissed him. It was perfection in a moment. I felt some of his tension drain out of his body at the touch of my lips on his. He released my wrists and allowed for the kiss to take him over. He pulled back after only a moment. He had more on his mind than the first kiss in a new body.
“Are you okay?” he asked me.
It was difficult to articulate the way I felt. Even my advanced brain couldn’t come up with the proper way to describe what I had gone through.
“I’m…different,” I admitted.
“Yes,” Daniel agreed.
“I’m also sorry,” I said.
“For what?” he asked.
“For losing control,” I said. “And for changing before I was supposed to.”
“Two things you could not help,” Daniel pointed out.
“I’m sorry all the same,” I said.
Daniel smiled and moved to help me stand. His hand on mine actually burned with the electricity generating between us. My skin was more sensitive, more aware of my environment. The electricity was no longer just coming from him – I was creating my own. I sizzled with the heat of it. As I stood, the door opened, and I saw Serenity. She was wearing jeans and a t-shirt, a habit that had developed during the course of her time with us. Her golden eyes took me in; it was a look that suggested she knew exactly what I had gone through.
“Welcome back,” Serenity said.
“Thank you.”
She had not come to check on me. There were bigger issues on her mind.
“Still no word from Reaper?” Serenity asked Daniel.
Daniel shook his head.
“Nothing,” Daniel said.
“Alex and the others haven’t heard anything either,” Serenity added.
“Is Alex here?” I asked.
I looked down at my body, which didn’t look as different on the outside as I felt on the inside. I wondered what Alex would think of the new me.
“She is with Margaret and Jackson, near the Chrysler Building,” Daniel explained. “It was the backup place I had with Reaper in case something went wrong. He should know to meet us there.”
“You had a backup meeting place?” I asked.
“Yeah,” Daniel replied.
“What if I had needed that information?” I asked.
“I would have given it to you,” Daniel said.
The logical part of my brain realized the truth of that statement. The old part of me wanted to argue, but my new brain was too rational. It was irritating to feel two opposite things at the exact same time and see the reasoning behind both. It was easier just to feel one. I ignored the impulse to argue with Daniel and allowed for the logic to take hold. I had questions that needed answering. I wanted to understand where we stood.
“How long did the change take?” I asked.
“A full day,” Daniel replied.
“And you haven’t had contact with Reaper since?” I asked.
“No,” Daniel replied.
“What about the Seekers?” I asked. “The ones that tried to trap us…have you seen them?”
“No,” Serenity said. “Everything has been quiet.”
“Which worries me,” Daniel said.
“Why?” I asked.
“It’s a little too quiet,” Daniel said. “It makes me think Marcus is waiting for something else to happen…it makes me wonder why I can’t get in contact with Reaper, if the two things are connected. It also makes me wonder if Marcus’ Seekers aren’t planning something epic here in town still.”
“I don’t get how they knew where we were going to be,” I said. “How did they know where to find us? We just appeared in New York…how do you follow a walker?”
“They could have a Seer,” Serenity said. “Or a Watcher who can track people. Or a Nightstalker who can track people…a Nightstalker would make more sense.”
“What about that woman who attacked us – the one with the scales. Maybe it was her,” I suggested.
Daniel and Serenity exchanged an odd look. It was a look of awareness.
“What?” I asked.
“You could be right,” Daniel admitted.
“Why does that warrant a look?” I asked.
“Because her breed is rare and very, very dangerous,” Daniel said.
“You said ‘breed’ like she’s not a Watcher,” I said.
“She’s a Watcher who is born from a Nightstalker,” Serenity said.
“I don’t understand,” I said.
“A Watcher who is with child when she changes into a Nightstalker gives birth to her progeny and such a creature as that woman is born,” Serenity said. “She is part Nightstalker, part Watcher, and complete abomination.”
“Oh, sort of like angels who mate with humans, then?” I said.
There it was – my sarcasm. I welcomed it back happily. The old me was struggling to find room in the large brain I had so recently gained. I refused to let myself turn in to a cold machine without humor or emotion. I would hang on around the power of the change.
“Good point,” Daniel replied.
“The point is that she could have tracked you down. She is imbued with abilities beyond the normal Watcher,” Serenity said.
“But she would have had to have known I would be in New York,” I said. “There’s no way she tracked me through the place in-between.”
“That is true,” Serenity said.
“Which means the vision of the bomb must have really been sent by Marcus and wasn’t real,” I concluded.
There was no other explanation. He had sent the dream to me, hoping I would end up in New York. He had also sent his dragon-lady and companions to wait for me. The plan had almost worked. I wondered dryly when he would get tired of his plans ‘almost working.’
Daniel shrugged. The expression on his face suggested he was prepared to make me feel better. The words were easy for him to find.
“Marcus is good at deceiving people,” Daniel said. “He has made it a way of life.”
“It will never happen again,” I vowed.
As I said it, I felt an overwhelming pressure against my skull. It was as if hands were around my head and were squeezing with all their might, while an ice pick was shoved into my eyes. I swore, wondering if it was another side effect of the change, and felt myself drop down to one knee. As I dropped, Daniel put his hand on my neck, the question of what was wrong burning on his lips. He didn’t understand what was happening. Whatever this was, it was not part of the change. I felt a link through our touch and knew he saw what I saw next.
It was the same scene from the dream Marcus had sent me, only it was changed. I wasn’t running toward Times Square, I was at Grand Central Station. In front of me were Alex and the others; they were impatiently waiting for something. A train? Me? I couldn’t tell. Daniel and Serenity were with me. They had the same expressions of terror that I had on my face. We knew what was coming – time was ticking down to a disaster. Time was out.
In the next instant, I saw Alex and others consumed by a blast of fire. They were standing there one moment and gone the next. The panic of seeing them was as intense as the vision I had shared of them lying dead at the abandoned town in Idaho. It felt so real. It was real. I could sense the truth in my heart.
The next thing I saw was the ship, abandoned and useless in the desert. It was empty and frightening in its abandoned feel. It was as if it had been abandoned for decades. Then, I saw a vision of me standing in front of a large horde of nameless Watchers, facing them down with the calm that only my new body could provide. I was wearing antique-looking armor and carrying the historian’s sword in my hand. Lightning flashed across the sky as a great earthquake rippled across the land separating me from the horde. A great divide opened up between the enemy and me.
The vision ended.
I was able to see my surroundings again. Daniel was kneeling in front of me, and Serenity was eyeing us curiously. Daniel’s eyes were bothered. He wasn’t sure what to think. Was Marcus taking advantage of me? Was he able to get in to my brain because the change had left me exposed? But that didn’t fit. There was no way Marcus could mess with me now – my brain was locked down. It wasn’t the weak thing it had been before. But our connection had always been strong…was it possible he could reach through the shield of my mind? The look in Daniel’s eyes suggested he didn’t think so, which meant the threat of the bomb was still real. Had I seen the future? Was it a talent presenting itself? I felt the scope of my mind threatening to consume my personality again – a sign that I was capable of far more than just seeing the future. I retreated from the power again and started to ask Daniel the question on my brain. Before I could, Daniel’s phone rang.
He answered it, his eyes still on my face.
“Alex?” he asked.
“Yeah…” Alex replied. “How’s Clare?”
“She’s…better,” Daniel replied.
“Good,” Alex said. “Listen, we don’t think Reaper is going to show. Maybe we should meet up and have Clare take us back to the boat, if she’s feeling up to it.”
Daniel’s eyebrows furrowed together in a question – it was a question he was afraid to ask but one that was entirely necessary.
“Where are you now?” he asked.
“Well, we were at the Chrysler Building, but Jackson got impatient, so we came to Grand Central. We’re about to get on a train headed your way.”
The next second seemed to last forever. Daniel and I shared a look full of fear – she was exactly where the dream…vision…whatever, said she would be. How close to being blown up where they? I couldn’t take the chance. I couldn’t run the risk of it being real.
I didn’t give him the time to tell her to run – I didn’t do anything beyond grab his hand and imagine the place in the vision. The pull in to the in-between was immediate and more fluid than I had ever felt it. It was a natural extension of who I was. The rushing dark set me down next to Alex – she was exactly where the vision said she would be. She was standing at a platform with Margaret and Jackson, waiting with other people for the train to arrive. Alex still had the phone in her hand.
“Hello? Are you there?” Alex was saying in to the phone.
Margaret and Jackson had already noticed us. They had flinched when we appeared, their muscles tensing on instinct. The cold part of my mind had almost as much to do with what I did next as the emotional part. I reached out, grabbed Alex, Jackson and Margaret, and willed us to move back in to the darkness. Before we disappeared in to the place in-between, I saw a train barreling toward us. Its lights were bright in the darkness. The next moment I heard a loud ‘BOOM!’ which rattled the earth, the sky and everything in between. A wall of flame followed the sound. It was headed directly for us.
The world dissolved in to the blissful darkness. As it did, I felt the heat of the flames surround us. The fire consumed us in the dark.
 




Chapter 15
 

We landed back in the room of mannequins. My landing was less than smooth.
The flame had followed us through the darkness. It tried to try wrap around us and complete its ultimate mission of destruction. We hit the ground hard, and the others rolled away from the danger instinctively. I was the only one who didn’t move. The fire did not scare me. The flames circled around my body. Though it should have killed me, it was nothing more than a warm light in the dark. The fire held no danger. In fact, it was something I could control. Instead of letting it hurt the others by continuing its path around the room, I held up my hands. The fire circled my body playfully, responding to the movement. I stood and went over to the window. I pushed the fire out through the window. It burned bright in the dark sky for a brief minute before dying out. I turned back to the others, to make sure they were safe.
They were all staring at me. Their mouths were hanging open. I had obviously shocked them with my control over the fire. I ignored their expressions and eyed them for injuries. They were a little singed from the fire, but otherwise unhurt. I let out a sigh of relief.
“I guess Clare has learned some new skills while she was away,” Jackson said dryly.
“It wasn’t like I was on vacation,” I said. “It was the change.”
Alex had a different issue on her mind – like understanding what she had just lived through.
“What happened? Where’d the fire come from?” Alex asked.
“Marcus,” I said.
“The bomb was real then?” she asked.
“Yes,” I replied.
“All those poor people!” Alex said. “We have to go back and help them.”
Her words reminded me of the others that had been on the platform. I realized I hadn’t given them a second thought. I had saved my friends, but had neglected the others. I wasn’t sorry I had saved them, but her words made me realize the fact that I hadn’t thought twice about helping them. She was right…we had to help them now. It was the least we could do.
Eli and Serenity had stayed in the doorway during our landing. They were curious about the fire, but it didn’t take them long to catch up to the situation. Serenity’s eyes were bothered – almost as bothered as mine. Had she had the power to stop the explosion? Or was something else on her mind? Eli spoke up in response to Alex’s words.
“I’ll go,” Eli said. “I’ll heal who I can.”
“I’ll take you,” I said.
“I’m coming, too,” Daniel said.
“Me, too,” Alex said.
“The more I take, the more we will stand out,” I said. “Besides, Eli is the only one who can heal others.”
“What are we supposed to do, then?” Alex asked. “Twiddle our thumbs?”
“Only if you want to,” I said.
“Well, we could deal with that,” Jackson said, pointing out the window.
He had moved to the window. I wasn’t sure what had drawn him there, but I knew he was rewarded with a different kind of view than the cityscape. We all moved to see what he saw. On the roof of the building across from us, there was a group of a hundred Watchers. I counted them in a glance.
In front of the group was the dragon-girl. The mask was gone, and I saw that the scales extended far beyond what I had thought. They almost covered her entire face. Even her eyes looked more reptilian than human. Beside her was another Watcher – this one was wearing a cloak that covered the person from head to foot. It was a cloak with a familiar emblem of the red snake on the front; it was the same cloak the Seekers in New Orleans and Alaska had worn. The figure reminded me of New Orleans – my necklace burned at the reminder. A Seeker in a cloak just like the one in front of me had stolen my necklace from me and had sold it to Sevier. Was this the same Seeker, or another one? It was impossible to tell. There were no distinguishing features beyond the cloak.
I focused beyond the front of the group and saw that their small army consisted of more than just ‘normal’ Watchers. They had Watchers who looked as if they had died and come back. Two of them were the Seekers Daniel had killed on the street. They had zombie-Watchers as part of their fighting force. The sight of them was enough to make me shiver.
“Do we fight?” Jackson asked eagerly.
“We don’t,” I said.
Jackson was disappointed. “You’re supposed to be lusting for murder as the new you. You’re not supposed to be reasonable…that doesn’t happen for a couple of decades.”
“I’ve got Daniel in my head,” I replied.
I touched my necklace subconsciously; it was still burning from anger at the sight of the hooded Seeker. I also had the necklace to remind me of what needed to be done. People needed help. Fighting a group of Seekers just because we could was not as smart as running away. We would fight when we could face them on better ground…when they didn’t outnumber us so completely.
I held out my hands to the group. They took my hands without hesitation, though Jackson sighed audibly, and I allowed the dark to take us in to its fold once again. The woman’s reptilian eyes stayed with me as I pulled my friends away from the certain danger of a fight we could not win. The look in her eyes told me I would be seeing her again.
I landed us back at the train station. There was no fire, no explosion. The bomb had done its dirty work. That fact did not improve the scene in front of us. People were in a panic. They screamed and searched for organization in the chaos. Clouds of dust circled the air; the night was darker with the dust. People with injuries sat in dazed confusion, while those not injured did their best to help where they could. Other people were beyond help – they remained motionless on the floor, their blank eyes questioning what had happened to them. Seeing the people in pain was beyond upsetting. I felt a swirl of anger – not just at the person who had set the bomb, but also at myself. I should have stopped this. Daniel noticed the anger and put a calming hand on my arm. He wasn’t prepared for what he found – the guilt. He took a moment to take in the guilt, wanting to understand where it came from. I didn’t hide it from him – I wanted him to understand how I had failed.
This isn’t your fault, he tried to assure me.
His words were the last thing I wanted to hear. I pulled away from his touch and focused on the damage around me – I wanted the images embedded in my brain forever. I wanted to remember.
I finally turned my head away from the damage. I knew the truth. I could not help as much as Eli could. We would just get in the way. There was another task that needed to be done.
“Eli can stay here and help, but I think we should search for Reaper,” I said. “He wouldn’t just fall off the grid without a reason. Something has to be wrong.”
I wasn’t sure what had me wanting to leave the platform – the analytical part of my brain or the guilt-ridden part. Serenity was also looking around the platform with guilt in her eyes – I wasn’t sure where her guilt came from. I wasn’t eager to ask.
“I’ll stay with Eli,” Serenity volunteered.
“Me, too,” Alex said.
I eyed Alex carefully. I was worried about her; worried there would be another attack and she would be in the middle of it. I couldn’t protect her. I had only barely managed to get her out of the way the first time. She saw my worry.
“My choice,” she added.
I accepted that choice. She had a right to it.
“I’ll be back soon,” I promised.
She smiled. “I thought those words were supposed to be some kind of curse,” she said. “At least, according to you.”
“We’ll find Reaper then come back,” I corrected.
“Alright,” she agreed.
Alex moved away from us and went to a woman who was holding a towel to her injured head. She bent down and started to try to give the woman comfort. Eli was already doing the same with others on the platform, though his comfort was more of a healing kind. He was skilled, only healing the life-threatening injuries and leaving the superficial cuts alone.
Knowing no one would pay attention to us with the chaos that had descended I held my hand out to Daniel, Margaret and Jackson. They were also incredibly affected by the scene in front of us. Their uncertain touch reflected their emotions. I saw a lot of anger in all of their eyes. I sighed and pushed my own emotion out of my mind long enough to focus on a visual of the interior of the boat. The pull to the ship was difficult when all I wanted to do was stay and help.
For the second time in an hour, I felt a sense of déjà vu, which was followed quickly by ultimate terror.
When we landed on the familiar hall of the boat – the one directly outside the galley – I was immediately struck by the difference from the last time I had seen the ship. For one, it was totally empty. There was not even dead bodies to suggest there had been a horrible struggle. It was simply abandoned. It was as much of a ghost town as the historian’s home was.
Daniel, Margaret, Jackson and I shared a look of questioning fear, and without discussing it, we allowed our training to take over our bodies. We were cautious, prepared for a fight, as we separated and searched for signs of life. As I walked in to the galley, I was aware of another difference. It was silence. The engine of the boat was not working. More than that, there was no subtle rocking of waves against the hull of the ship. There was nothing beyond stillness. The boat was no longer on water. The image of seeing it in the desert came back in to my mind. I was not the only one who had the same thought. Daniel had moved to the exterior door to look outside.
“Clare…I think you had better see this!” Daniel called.
I moved to the exterior door. Daniel was in the middle of the door. His body was full of surprise and wonder. He turned at the sound of my footsteps and pointed. He didn’t have to say a word. I moved past him and saw the reason for his shock.
We really were in the desert. It was everything my imagination painted of deserts, not the cracked, rocky kind I had grown used to in my travels. This was the Sahara, or something similar. It was the desert all other deserts dreamed of being. I looked at the rolling sand dunes that stretched out for miles feeling confused. Why was the ship in the desert? Why not in the ocean where it naturally belonged? Why was it abandoned? More importantly, where were the others?
“What do you think?” I asked Daniel.
“I think that we are in the desert,” Daniel replied.
“Thanks, really,” I said.
“Notice how ‘really’ makes everything sound either sarcastic or ambivalent?” Daniel asked playfully, though his eyes were consumed with the landscape in front of us.
“Not really,” I said.
Margaret and Jackson had finished their search. They had come up empty and had come looking for us. They stepped around Daniel to look outside.
“We are in the desert,” Jackson said helpfully.
“Yes,” I agreed.
“Where is everyone?” Margaret asked.
“I have a theory,” Daniel said.
“What?” Jackson asked.
“Marcus was prepared for us to be in New York,” Daniel said. “He used Clare to draw us out. It’s possible he also knew where the boat was. He could have waited for us to leave then attacked the boat. Sara and Shawn might have been forced in to drastic action.”
“Define ‘drastic action,’” I said.
“Moving a whole boat through the place in-between, as you call it, and landing it in the desert,” Daniel replied.
“Thar,” Jackson said.
“Bless you,” I said.
“No, I think this is Thar. A desert in India. I met a girl here once who could…” He glanced at Margaret, who had an eyebrow raised. “Well, never mind.”
“Sara and Shawn are from India, so that makes sense,” Daniel replied.
“But where are they now?” I asked. “Maybe they weren’t as successful as you think.”
“Maybe they were,” Daniel replied.
His expression had changed. He moved to the edge of the boat, and his eyes narrowed as he looked at something in the distance. I followed his gaze and saw movement. It was difficult to make out more than that, but the shape of the movement felt familiar.
“Do you think it’s them?” I asked.
“Let’s go ask,” Daniel said.
Without hesitation, he jumped over the rail and took the fifteen-foot fall as only Daniel could take it. Jackson and Margaret followed after him without hesitation. I followed after them, trusting my new body to protect me from the fall. The way down was amazing, it was a sense of freedom unlike any I had ever felt. It was the rush of wind in my ears and the slight fear that the ground was more solid than I was. As I fell, I got the strange sensation that I could defy gravity if I wanted to, rise back up against the forces pulling me down. I didn’t try, but I was certain all the same.
I hit the ground with a roll and fluidly got back up to my feet. The others were already moving toward the horizon. Daniel led the group in a swift run I had no trouble matching. The sand moved and shifted as our feet created a pattern of determination in the folds of the dunes.
We ran until we found the cause of the movement.
Sitting on the crest of one of the dunes, looking as if she were waiting on the train, was Moira. Her red hair was pulled back in to a braid and her feet were bare, like normal. She wore a black dress and had her legs crossed casually as she read from a romance novel. I realized the glint of light had come from her chair. She looked up when we were ten feet from her.
“There you are,” she said, as if she had been expecting us for some time.
“Were you expecting us?” Daniel asked.
“Reaper said you would be along…” Moira said. “Though I didn’t think it would take you a whole day.”
“What happened with the boat?” Daniel asked.
“Got attacked by Seekers in the middle of the ocean, of all places. They had a walker and a weatherman with them. We almost didn’t make it.”
“Wait, how we’re you attacked?” Daniel asked.
“By a Watcher,” Moira said.
“No, I mean, how did Marcus find the ship?” Daniel said.
Moira shrugged. “Marcus has the answer to that, not me. I just know that a storm came out of nowhere and suddenly we were surrounded by Seekers. It was a hell of a fight…before Sara and Shawn saved us.”
“Okay, fair enough,” Daniel said. “Where are Reaper and the others now?”
“A secret place,” Moira said.
Daniel frowned at Moira. She was being too coy to for it to be normal. I saw him trying to figure out why. A thousand reasons to doubt the Moira I saw in front of me flashed in front of my head. A Seeker by the name of Grace was one; she had been able to mimic the appearance of others and had tried to take over my identity after Lorian had been killed. New York blowing up was another reason. Everything was sideways. Our world had been shattered. Could we trust in the same way? I knew that Moira was loyal to Reaper. But what if she was being controlled or the Watcher in front of me wasn’t Moira at all? We couldn’t take the risk. She couldn’t take the same risk, apparently. Daniel had come to the same conclusion, though he was careful to keep his expression neutral.
“Does he have his phone?” Daniel asked politely.
“No,” Moira admitted. “He ordered us to drop all of our phones. They are easily traced. He could be how Marcus found us.”
“Explains why we couldn’t get in contact with him,” Jackson said.
“But not why we can’t see him now,” Daniel said, eyeing Moira carefully for her reaction.
“How do I know you are who you say you are?” Moira asked. “It is a question that is more important now than ever. You could be a skillfully crafted illusion. One that could help the Seekers track us back to our location…you could be a group of Watchers specifically picked for your ability to look like others – Clare looks changed enough to be a Watcher now, which is not how I remember her…if I fail at protecting my people, I fail at more than just a duty.”
Daniel nodded – he understood her sense of duty and the reasons behind her cautiousness. It was the same reasons that kept him from getting too near her or releasing the tension in his body.
“So, if we’re both too paranoid to touch the other, in fear that it’s a trap, how do we solve this? How do I even know if you are the real Moira?” Daniel asked.
“Our abilities have been proven,” Moira said.
“I understand,” Daniel replied.
Moira looked down at her hand. Her red eyes were intense – prepared for the pain she was about to face. After only the briefest of seconds, her hand started to bleed. Silver blood ran out from her skin, as if it had decided on its own that it no longer wished to be in her body. Moira looked up from her hand and eyed us with her calm eyes.
“Proof enough?” she asked.
Daniel had not flinched when she had made her hand bleed. His eyes were narrowed and far away. He was contemplating the future. I wondered if I could do the same. Seeing the train station explode was the first time I had ever seen the future in my waking moments. But why not now? Why not try to see what she was going to do? I focused for the briefest of moments, feeling my mind expand in a way that transcended time, and a scene rose in front of my eyes. It was Moira using her talent on Jackson. He collapsed to the ground, his face covered in blood; his eyes searched my face for help.
Moira was about to speak when I was pulled back to the present. Her words were the beginning of the scene I had witnessed.
I didn’t give her the chance to begin. I knocked her out of her chair with a swift kick and moved to her. She rolled away from me and gained her feet with a graceful movement. Her eyes moved to my face – I was the new focus of her talent. But I was not as helpless as Jackson was to submit to her talent. She started to use her talent, but I held up a hand. The talent backfired, and her face was the one that erupted in blood. Instinctively, I moved through the darkness between places and came out behind her. I kicked out her knees. She hit the ground, sending showers of sand out around her. Before she could get up, I put a foot on her back, so she couldn’t use her talent on anyone else, and pulled out my knife, which Daniel had returned to my boot. Daniel caught my hand before I could follow through on my violence. In my mind, she was attacking my friends – that meant I had to be proactive. I had to stop her. Daniel had realized that; perhaps he had even seen what I was about to do next. His expression told me to calm down. His touch told me that he was willing to move toward violence to stop me from doing something I would regret. I took a deep breath and willed myself to calm down.
I stepped away from Moira, and she was able to get up again. She looked at me, her eyes impressed with what she saw. Whatever she had been expecting from her attempted attack had not been what she had encountered.
“Well, that settles that,” she said. “I’ll take you to Reaper now.”
“Just like that?” Jackson asked.
“No one but Clare could have reacted like that,” Moira said.
“Like what?” I asked.
Moira’s lips lifted up in to mysterious smile, but she did not reply.
“Ready?” she asked.
I looked at Daniel and the others for their opinion. They had no doubt – Moira would take us to Reaper. Daniel nodded at her, and Moira held her hand out to me, to share the location of Reaper’s ‘secret place.’ The place in mind, I took the others’ hands, and we moved out of the desert to the place in-between.
The scenery of our landing was unique. It was, in a word, jungle. Bright greens and lush foliage decorated the earth in a splendid display of nature. The world of blue skies and brown earth ceased to exist – there was only green. It covered everything. A thick canopy of trees blocked the sun, though it did not stop the heat that circled us. I could feel the heat working against my body. It was the first time since the change I had felt affected by the weather. A small trickle of sweat started at the base of my back.
A large snake taller than me was curled along the branches of one of the trees above us. It was a bright yellow and looked very poisonous. I did not have long to focus on its deadly nature. As soon as we appeared, I felt an overwhelming sense of being watched. It came from more than one place. I searched the thick foliage for signs of the watcher. The historian’s training helped me realize that there were ten watchers – I felt tied to all of them.
There was a brief pause then River stepped out from behind a row of vines as thick as my body. She had looked better. Her hair was a mess and was missing its usual bright display; her face was covered in dirt and sweat. Her clothes were ripped in places and she was down to a tank top and jeans. Her jacket was gone. She took us in with a neutral expression on her face. The friendship I had developed with her, the friendship she had with Moira was tempered by her desire to make sure we were not impersonators. She was just as cautious as Moira had been.
“Two years ago you saved my life,” River said to Moira. “How?”
Moira’s answer was confident. “With a spoon.”
I looked between Moira and River curiously, wondering if they were being serious. It was hard to tell.
“Alright,” River said with a nod.
I felt the feeling in the air shift around us as a great sigh of relief went through the Watchers. They had gone through enough in the past day, perhaps even more than I had. They were happy we weren’t Seekers. It was the first good news they had heard since the attack.
River gestured us to follow her through the vines. The vines shifted and moved to create a path as we walked. The talent was impressive. I felt myself instinctively trying to understand the process. My mind latched on to the talent and filed it away for later.
Finally, the vines stopped shifting.
The part of the jungle we had come out to was just as crowded with vegetation as the rest, but when I looked up, expecting more jungle snakes, I saw a city of rooms made out of the vines. Large trees were circled with stairways that went up and circled around the rooms. The rooms were as far as the eye could see in all directions. There was a canopy of tree houses that went beyond the clearing. People peeked out of their rooms as we stepped in to view. Some of the faces were familiar – older members of the Saints – while other faces were brand new. There was relief in many of the faces. I saw their expressions turn from solemn to hopeful in an instant. It was a strange thing to witness when it was directly related to my appearance. I ignored the people watching us – though seeing them only reinforced the impression the scene left in my mind. The Watchers were the closest things to elves I had ever seen, and the jungle, with vine-made rooms made it difficult to ignore the impression.
“Did we just step in to Middle Earth?” I asked.
The others looked at me blankly, except for Daniel. His eyes also swept the canopy of formed vines, as impressed by them as I was. His expression suggested my question wasn’t far from the truth – or so it appeared.
“Where’s Reaper?” Daniel asked.
“Over here.” River gestured at the large tree in the center of the small clearing. “He’s been trying to coordinate us all, but it’s been difficult. Sara and Shawn have been asleep since they passed out after bringing us all here. Our communications have been down…he’s doing what he can to keep us going…We all are.”
“I imagine he’s lost contact with the other members of the Saints who were out on missions,” Daniel said.
River’s eyes were worried, more worried than they should have been. I realized King had been out on a mission. He had left with Preacher right before we had left the ship to look for the bomb in New York. I also knew that River liked him more than just as a colleague.
“Yes,” River agreed.
Daniel nodded. “We’ll see what we can do about that.”
River nodded gratefully, and gestured us to follow her up the stairs. As we walked, the other Saints kept up their relentless staring. I thought it was because of Daniel and the others – gratefulness that Reaper’s left hand had come back to the group, but it went beyond that. Their eyes lingered on my face. Low whispers started to fill the jungle as much as the sounds of insects and unnamed creatures. I heard my name repeated over and over again. Some of the voices commented on the change. They could sense I was different. They had no idea.
Jackson leaned forward as we climbed up the vine-stairs, which wound around the large tree all the way to the top.
“Looks like you’re famous, stubborn,” Jackson said.
“Speaking of that,” River said. “Did you…you know?”
“Have an agonizingly painful experience that lasted a day?” I asked.
“Yeah,” River agreed.
“Yes,” I replied.
“There’s a rumor going around that the change was supposed to make you…strange,” River said.
“Strange?” I asked.
She looked as if she didn’t know the right way to put the truth. Her eyes scoured the vine-city for a way to articulate the discovery that had been made in my absence. She searched for a way not to offend me with her words.
“Word has gotten around from the people we saved from the nine’s castle,” River said. “They said you were part of some prophecy that would help us win the fight…After the fight with the Seekers on the boat, and our retreat here, our people have taken comfort in the fact that you are meant to lead us against him. They say you are the only one who can stop the coming storm.”
I looked at Daniel for help. I had never thought the truth would get out; I had assumed that Odette had not made her vision common knowledge. But the truth always had a way of getting found out, even when it was held by one of the most conniving Watchers in history. People, particularly Watchers, had a way of searching out what was hidden. Someone had found out why I had been summoned to the castle. The fact that I was different to begin with had only made them more certain of the validity of the ‘truth’ they had learned. Daniel shrugged at me as I searched his face for help – he couldn’t stop a rumor any more than I could. No amount of talking would stop the whispers...or the hope that had sprung up in their hearts.
“Oh,” I said to River, not knowing what else to say.
She looked at me strangely but did not press the issue. She could tell I was not ready to face the conversation she wanted to have about my abilities and my destiny to fight Marcus.
The vine-made stairs came out to a large platform near the top of the tree. There were rooms around the edge of the platform for Reaper and his people. As we stepped up the last stair, Spider stepped out of the room to our immediate right. His clothes were torn and his face was covered in dirt and sweat. He looked barely like the boy I remembered under the moisture and filth. The dirt made his eyes the brightest part of his face. His green eyes lit up with pleasure when he saw us, though his lips lifted in to a sarcastic smirk.
“You’re kind of late, doll,” Spider said. “Missed the fun.”
“I was busy,” I replied.
“That’s what all women say,” Spider said.
“What would you know about it?” I asked. “You’re eight.”
“Eleven,” he corrected automatically.
“He’s kind of right, though,” Jackson added.
Reaper stepped out of a vine-made hut directly in front of us. His face looked drained, and his eyes were lost in worry. Like River and Spider, he looked worse for the wear. His black hair was undone from his regular knot at the nape of his neck and his skin was covered in dirt. He carried his dirt with familiarity and indifference. It was just part of the situation he had found himself in; it was not as important as the people he was trying to lead. He searched our group with worried eyes. It was worry that contradicted his words.
“Thank goodness you’re safe,” Reaper said.
“I was about to say the same thing,” Daniel replied.
“Where are the others?” he asked.
He meant Alex. There was the source of his worry.
“The bomb was not a fake after all,” Daniel replied. “It blew up Grand Central.”
Reaper’s eyes widened as he immediately jumped to the wrong conclusion. Daniel did not seem to realize Reaper thought Alex had been in the explosion. I hurried to correct Reaper’s misunderstanding.
“Alex, Serenity and Eli stayed to help people,” I said. “We’re supposed to go get them after finding you.”
Reaper nodded and masked his lingering fear with another worry.
“He actually did it?” Reaper asked us all. “He blew something up?”
“With bells on,” Jackson said.
“But for what reason?” Reaper asked in a frustrated voice. “What possible purpose does that serve?”
“Fear?” Daniel asked back. “A distraction?”
Reaper looked past us to the canopy of vines. His eyes were lost in thought. He was trying to figure out something that was impossible to figure out with the facts we had in front of us. It was like looking at a puzzle with all the center pieces missing.
“But why?” Reaper asked. “Marcus doesn’t bother with scaring humans. To him, it is a waste of his time. There has to be another reason.”
“I’m afraid I know one,” a new voice said.
We turned and saw that Han and Beatrice had followed us up the steps. They alone looked well kept, as if they had been shielded from the worst of the violence and trauma. Beatrice eyed her son carefully, and they shared a moment of wordless communication. Her look asked if he was okay, and Daniel’s said he was fine – that we were all fine.
“What?” Reaper asked.
Beatrice refocused as Han continued his story.
“You must remember that I told you we were forced to work on a biological weapon – a virus – while we were imprisoned,” Han said. “This virus was designed to withstand extreme temperatures and to outlast a week’s worth of environmental factors before working in the way it was intended.”
“You think this explosion was nothing more than a means of spreading his virus?” Daniel asked.
“I think that it is something you should consider,” Han clarified. “I do not know what Marcus intended for this explosion, beyond fear and chaos.”
“Speaking of that…” Reaper said. “We should go get Alex.”
“And Serenity and Eli?” I questioned lightly.
Reaper shrugged. “I suppose.”
“Do you think you could get some samples for us?” Beatrice asked Daniel. “We would like to know if our suspicions are correct.”
“Yeah…” Daniel agreed.
Beatrice pulled two small glass cylinders out of her pocket. Inside of each, there was a cotton swab. Daniel didn’t need her to explain what to do. He took the cylinders and tucked them in to his pocket. I held out my hands to the others. Reaper had a warning.
“I don’t think we should land smack dab in the middle of the station,” Reaper said.
“What did you have in mind?” I asked.
He touched my hand and showed me a location. It was a back alley a block away from Grand Central. I pulled the image in to my head and focused on the place. River and Moira kept their places as Margaret, Jackson, Spider, Reaper and Daniel grabbed whatever part of my hand they could find. Han and Beatrice looked on, their worry clouding their expressions. It was worry that the evil they had created had finally been let loose on the world. I understood some of their guilt.
Without wasting anymore time, I pulled the others to the location Reaper had shared with me. It was a relief to know that he and the others had survived, but I could not stop the logic of my brain. None of this would have happened if it were not for me. Marcus was doing this because of me. He had attacked the ship, had attacked us in New York and ultimately blown up a train station because I had refused to be captured by him. Though I knew I could not help his choices anymore than I could help anyone else’s, it was tied to me. Everything was tied to me. I had to be the one to stop it – no one else had the power. The guilt, while not entirely healthy, brought a purpose. I knew what I had to do. I finally felt as if I had the tools to face Marcus.
The trick would be getting to Marcus before he hurt anyone else.
 




Chapter 16
 

Despite appearing a block from the explosion, it was not difficult to pinpoint the chaos. I didn’t even need super-hearing to hear the shouts, sirens and people questioning what had happened. The panic filled the streets, causing uneasy mutterings among the byways of the city that never slept. The dark of the night was lit up with a dozen spotlights and lights from emergency vehicles.
We moved out of the alley and down the streets, toward the chaos. The police had barricaded the roads near the station, to keep bystanders from being caught up in the madness of the confusion. People called out to the cops, wanting to know what had happened. News crews were out in full force, as they reported on the bombing. As we approached the barricade, I heard one reporter begin his broadcast.
“Reports coming out of the station are sketchy, but witnesses report fire coming from one of the subway systems. We have reports of eleven dead and twenty-three injured so far. This is only one in a number of explosions in the world today. China, India, Saudi Arabia, Great Britain, Brazil and France have reported similar explosions in various public transportation hubs. Reports are unclear if this is work of a terrorist organization. No one has stepped forward and claimed responsibility yet. Police are still trying to sort the injured and the dead here at Grand Central…”
He went on, his words trying to explain the chaos to people who could never understand, unless they had lived through something similar. The news that other countries had been attacked was startling. It was proof that Marcus was not just after his hometown. He had a bigger picture in mind.
Daniel caught my eye. I could tell he was similarly worried about what the attacks meant. He shelved his worry and gestured us to follow him. We moved around the perimeter of the barricade, searching for a good place to get inside without anyone noticing us. The majority of the cops were dealing with the press and the people screaming questions, trying to find out if their loved ones had been inside. We moved to the side of the building that was less guarded and found a parking garage. We slipped inside before the two cops guarding it even knew we were there. We hurried to the stairs. I could not help but wonder if the virus was a reality we had to face, if Alex had been exposed to it. She was not strictly a Watcher. Her immune system wasn’t like ours. I didn’t know what kind of effect it would have on her. Would it be deadly?
We hurried down the stairs and came back out on the main level, where all the shops were. The room had been turned in to a makeshift E.R. Paramedics treated wounds and prioritized the victims. I could tell there were a lot more than twenty-three injured. It was more like a hundred. I scanned the crowd but didn’t see Alex, Eli or Serenity among the faces.
Daniel pointed to the stairs, his eyes distant. He had seen their location. We made our way around the injured. As we walked, Daniel pulled the tubes he had taken from Beatrice and collected quick samples. It was barely noticeable around his swift walk. Spider couldn’t seem to take his eyes off the carnage; his greens eyes were huge as he took in the sight of so many people hurt all at once. I avoided looking at the people – it only made me feel guiltier for not stopping the explosion. My brain had decided that guilt wasted time, but my heart could not let it go. Seeing people in so much pain was a reminder of the evil that had been done.
Daniel led us up a staircase and down a long hallway. We all stopped in front of the woman’s bathroom. It was not difficult to see that there had been a fight. The silver blood still stained the floor. My heart beat faster with the bloodshed. It was silver – so it was not Alex’s blood – but that didn’t mean she was safe.
I turned to look at the others, to see if they were prepared for a possible fight. They nodded. Spider pulled out his knife. I reached out and knocked on the door. There was a sound of feet moving across the floor and a low whisper to someone inside. I recognized the voice.
“Alex?” I asked.
The whisper cut off, and I heard the feet cross the floor again. This time, there was less fear and more aggravation in the step.
“What the frak!?” Alex demanded.
Her blue eyes were wide with fright. She held a bloody, curved knife in her hand. It was one of Serenity’s knives. I could not tell if the blood that was on it was from Alex’s use or Serenity’s.
“You don’t just knock on the door like that all casual-like! You scared me!” Alex continued.
“Should I have just stormed in?” I asked.
Alex frowned at me. “Well, no…but you could have called out first.”
“What happened?” Daniel asked.
“That woman with the scales showed up,” Alex said. “Serenity and Eli led them away from the people and up here. Serenity got hurt, but Eli’s healing her now.”
“Did she have zombie-Watchers with her?” I asked.
“No,” Alex said. “It was just her, a guy in a cloak and five others.”
“Why was she here?” I asked.
Alex sighed at the admission she was about to make.
“I think they were after me,” Alex said.
“Not me?” I asked.
“Not from the way they were trying to kidnap me,” she replied. “They seemed very focused on taking me.”
“And you scared them off?” I asked, pointing at the knife.
“I don’t know. Serenity killed one, I injured another…then they just left,” Alex said.
“They just left?” Daniel asked. “Like that?”
“Yeah…” Alex agreed. “I don’t get it either.”
“Why would they want you?” I asked.
“Oh, I don’t know,” she replied sarcastically. “Maybe because I’m your best friend and that puts a lot of leverage over you. Marcus could manipulate you, if you thought he had me.”
“That’s true,” I replied.
Marcus had already kidnapped Daniel’s parents. What if he realized that he could kidnap someone else I was close to, and I would come for them in the same way we had come after Han and Beatrice? He could lay a trap I would be helpless to escape.
“That’s very true…” I said more thoughtfully than before.
“What?” Daniel asked me.
“If that woman can track people, what would keep them from tracking down Ellen?” I asked. “Ellen has a way of hiding, but she’s not omniscient.”
“We can go get her and the others,” Daniel said. “We won’t let anything happen to them.”
I nodded and refocused on the situation in front of me. Reaper was eyeing Alex for injuries. His concern was written across his face. Alex was eyeing him in the same way. She was worried about his radio-silence from the past day and what it meant for the Saints. Behind her, I saw the feet of a person on the ground. It was the Watcher Serenity had killed.
“Where are Serenity and Eli?” I asked.
“In here,” Alex said.
She moved out of the way, and I stepped in to the bathroom. Serenity was on the ground. She had a deep cut that ran from the top of her scalp to her chin. There was another wound in her shoulder. Her eyes were closed as Eli worked his magic. I knew she would heal on her own, but Eli’s touch sped the process along. Reaper eyed Eli and Serenity. His expression was back to the leader of a group, instead of a friend.
“We should take them back to the camp,” Reaper said. “Then, we can get your mom.”
“Alright,” I agreed.
I crouched down next to Serenity and Eli and put my hand over where Eli was touching the wound on her face. The others crowded around me. I imagined the city of trees, the platform on top of the tree, and felt the pull of the place lead me on.
As soon as we landed, Eli picked Serenity off the ground and looked at Reaper in a question. None of their past showed in Reaper’s face, though he couldn’t hide the animosity from his eyes. He was professional – as always. Eli’s expression questioned where he could finish the healing.
“You can take her in there,” Reaper said, pointing at one of the rooms.
Eli nodded and walked away with Serenity. Reaper turned to me.
“I have a favor to ask of you,” Reaper said before I could disappear to collect Ellen and the others.
“What?” I asked.
“I have people still out there. For all I know, Marcus is hunting them down as we speak. There is also the matter of King and Preacher. They are still in Israel. Sara and Shawn might be out for a while…and you are the only person I have that can…”
“I’ll do it,” I said. “After I make sure my family is safe.”
Reaper nodded in appreciation.
“Fair enough,” Reaper said. “I’ll get the locations of the others, and we’ll go hunting when you get back.”
“Okay,” I said.
I held my hands out to Alex, Daniel and Spider. Spider looked at my hand without taking it. Alex knew the reason behind his hesitation before I could figure it out.
“They kids will want to see you,” Alex said. “They’ve been asking about you.”
Spider flicked his eyes to the leafy room Eli had disappeared in to with Serenity.
“And they would rather hear that truth from you,” Alex added.
Spider finally reached forward and touched my hand. I focused on another familiar place. I landed us in Naomi’s front room. It was the safest place I could think of to land – a place that would keep us from being followed. Naomi was on the sofa. She jumped when we appeared and spit out her cereal. She was in her pajamas, which had crossbones on them. On the TV was the second Evil Dead movie. She looked as if she was just settling in for the night.
“I was enjoying that bite of food!” Naomi told me.
“I’m sorry,” I replied.
Naomi sighed regretfully. “It’s only food.”
She held her arms out to me and gestured for me to come to her. I moved across the space and she wrapped her arms around me.
“Evil Dead?” I asked her as she held me.
“It’s better than watching the news,” Naomi replied. “Have you heard about those explosions?”
“Yeah, I heard,” I replied.
Naomi released her death-grip from around my back and held me out at arm’s length. She looked me over.
“You look different,” she told me.
“I am different,” I replied.
“That would explain it,” she said.
“Suppose so…” I agreed.
“I suppose you just didn’t pop in to check on me,” Naomi said.
“Well…” I said.
Naomi knew our visit was not a social call. She could tell from my expression. I could never hide anything from Naomi. She could also tell that I wasn’t just there to see her.
“Your mom, Sam and the kids are over at their place,” she added.
“I did come to see you, too,” I said. “To see all of you…and to ask a favor.”
“That sounds serious,” Naomi said.
“A little,” I agreed.
She sighed. “And here I was hoping for a regular, relaxing evening.”
“We’re sorry for scaring you,” Daniel said.
Naomi’s eyes widened as she realized the others were next to me. Daniel gave a half wave, while Alex moved in for a hug.
“Why didn’t you tell me they were here?!” Naomi demanded as she hugged Alex.
“Because you can see them,” I pointed out.
“That doesn’t matter,” Naomi said. “Manners are manners.”
“I’m not sure that makes sense…but okay,” I said. “Daniel, Alex and Spider are here.”
“I can see that now,” Naomi replied. “Speaking of ‘now,’ wasn’t your birthday yesterday?”
“Yes,” I replied.
“Happy birthday,” she said.
“Thanks…” I said half-heartedly.
Naomi put her arm around my waist and pulled me toward the sliding glass door that led out to the sandy beaches of Santa Monica. The night was not as far along as New York’s night. The time difference meant that there were still quite a few people wandering the beach and the boardwalk. My eyes took in every single person with fear and suspicion. To me, they were all out to get us.
Naomi turned right and led us through the sand to a house three doors down. This house was made out of the same stucco of Naomi’s house. It had a red roof and a large back deck, perfect for grilling out and watching the sunset over the water. The glass door was covered by a shade – to keep curious passerby from looking in. It was a security precaution that felt more like Sam than Ellen. The back deck already had hints of the pair living inside. Mess had started to accumulate – beach towels, flip-flops, bags were all piled around the door.
I could hear the not-so-subtle sounds of the kids inside. They were having an intense argument over who got to play on the PlayStation first. I also heard Sam in the middle of the argument, trying to point out how he was the adult, and he should get to go first. The kids were not buying it. They weren’t letting him win just because he was older. I did not hear Ellen, but I knew she was nearby, probably watching the argument joyfully. I could feel her. Her heartbeat drew me in.
Naomi walked across the deck and knocked on the door three times. The argument broke off and I heard feet cross the floor. Sam peeked out from behind the shade, saw us, and opened the door. His cautious glance had turned in to a smile. He immediately reached out and pulled Alex and me in to his embrace. His hug was tight. It was very different from the last time we had been reunited. He was joyful, excited. He actually seemed to radiate happiness.
Sam released us and gestured the others inside. The inside of the house reflected Sam and Ellen’s personalities. Everything was open and airy. There was not much furniture yet, but there was a sofa and a TV. The kitchen looked more used than I had been expecting. The counters mostly held Sam’s law books, a sign that Sam had been doing most of the cooking. The kids were in the living room. Cora and Ethan were on the couch, holding hands while Sprint and Twitch sat on the floor. Ellen was at a small, square table near the kitchen. She was eating pickles out of the jar. She held a pickle in her hand as we entered. It dripped juice on to the table as she stared at us. She was surprised to see us. Her face reflected her child-like shock. Seeing her again was bliss. The analytic part of my mind could not argue with the emotional part. It knew when it had been beaten. I was happy she looked so content. I was happy she was not one of the many people that had suffered because of the explosion. I went to her, wrapped my arms around her shoulders, and held her. She set her pickle down and moved to give me a proper hug. She held me even tighter than Sam had.
As I held her, I heard a faint ‘thumpthumpthump,’ like a tiny hummingbird using a jackhammer. It was strange and out of place. I ignored the sound, however. It was too happy to see her again to worry about wayward sounds. She pulled back and looked at my face. In that look she saw the change I had gone through, knew my pain, and realized I had come through it stronger than before. She held dueling emotions on that fact; worry I had changed too much and happiness I had not lost control. I was managing my anger; she knew a large part of it was because of Daniel. Her brown eyes told me a story of her affection for me. I smiled back at her, and she moved to greet the others. The kids welcomed us warmly, but I sensed their tension. They didn’t try to keep it from us. Their thoughts on being left out of the fight were loud and clear. Most of their anger was directed at Spider. He met their stares with a stare as determined as the ones being thrown his way. Before they could start with the accusations, he held up a hand.
“I’m sorry for leaving you here without giving you much of a choice,” Spider told them. “It was necessary, but it wasn’t right. It won’t happen again. I swear.”
They thought that through. They weren’t eager to hold on to their grudges. Forgiving Spider was easy. He was their brother.
“Fair enough,” Sprint said.
Spider let out a long breath. The conversation was going better than he had expected.
“There’s something else,” Spider said.
“What?” Ethan asked.
“Eli…he’s back,” Spider said. “He’s working with Serenity, and they are helping the Saints.”
The feeling of forgiveness in the room shifted. They were eager to forgive Spider, but they were not so eager to forgive Eli. His abandonment had come with a higher price. He had left them under more selfish circumstances, had done a lot of damage. Spider had at least left the kids in the care of people who could give them a normal life – as normal as Naomi and Ellen could be – if only for a little while.
“And you’re letting him?” Sprint asked.
“Not my call,” Spider said.
“It’s my fault,” I admitted. “He was part of a deal to get Daniel’s parents out of prison.”
“And did you get them out?” Ellen asked.
“Yes,” I replied.
“Good,” Ellen replied in relief.
“What’s the favor you wanted to ask us?” Naomi asked.
“You guys heard about the explosion in New York and the other explosions around the world?” I asked.
“Yes, of course,” Sam replied. “They say it’s a terrorist.”
“It’s Marcus,” I said. “He’s finally starting to show his hand. We think he has more planned. I’d like to take you somewhere he can’t find you…just until we can figure out what he’s doing and stop him.”
They stared at me. I could hear their thoughts. Ellen and Sam were reluctant to leave their new home. They were just finally starting to get stable again. The kids were reluctant to be stashed somewhere else where they missed all the fun. Naomi was thinking about her work and, strangely, the pickles on the table. She wanted one.
“We’re going to go where the Saints are,” I said to the kids. “And it’s not up for negotiation,” I told Ellen, Sam and Naomi. “Before I think about stopping Marcus, I have to know you’re safe. It’s that simple.”
Ellen looked at Sam for his opinion. He gave a slight nod. I heard his thoughts welcoming the chance to spend more time with Alex, outside of a visit between one mission and the next. I wasn’t sure if he knew how much seeing the missions would make him aware of how dangerous they really were.
“Do we have to leave now?” Ellen asked.
“Yeah,” I agreed.
“Can we at least pack?” Ellen asked.
“One bag each,” I said.
“Seriously?” Naomi asked.
“As serious as I can be,” I replied.
Naomi shook her head and moved back through the back door, to collect a bag from her house. I glanced at Daniel, and with a nod, he followed her out through the door. I heard Naomi start talking to him as they walked. Their conversation was friendly and warm, the type of warmth I expected from both of them. The others started moving as well, collecting things they thought they might need. I saw Spider walk over to the kitchen where a radio was sitting on the counter around Sam’s books.
“Can I take this?” Spider asked Sam as Sam tried to figure which book he wanted to take the most.
“Yeah, sure,” Sam replied in a distracted voice.
Sam picked up two heavy books and weighed them in his hands. Undecided, he finally stuck them both in his bag.
It didn’t take them long to pack. Ellen was first to be finished. She was packed before the others could figure out what they wanted and what they didn’t. She was a pro at quick moves on the fly. She had spent her life living out of a duffle bag – we both had. I regretted the fact that I had to force her to give her normalcy so soon after finding it, but I wasn’t going to take any risks. Marcus had a way of complicating things – I did not want her death to be a ‘complication.’ I was not sure what my new body would do if such a thing happened. I would not be able to control my reaction.
When everyone had their belongings, and Naomi had returned from her house, I held out my hands. Only Spider, Daniel and Alex knew what I meant. I had forgotten the others did not know about my new ability. Naomi was the only one who reached out unquestioningly.
“It’s easier to explain by showing,” I said. “Just touch me.”
Their faces hesitant, they did as I told them. Before anyone could break free or start giggling, as Ellen was on the verge of, I pulled us in to the place in-between. The weight of them was a warm one. My whole family was in the dark with me. I just hoped I was doing the right thing by pulling them out of their lives.
I landed us on the platform at the very top of the stairs. Ellen, Naomi, Sam and the kids all fell to the ground with our landing. They had not been prepared for the dizziness or the feeling as if they had stopped moving suddenly. I had forgotten to warn them. I helped Ellen to her feet. As I did, she started giggling.
“That was ridiculous,” Ellen told me.
“I know,” I said.
“Can we do it again?” Naomi asked.
“Maybe later,” I replied.
Ellen and the others finally realized what we had landed on. They took in the vine-made platform as well as the rooms. They saw that they stretched far out of sight and were impressed. Watchers peeked out of their rooms to find out the source of the noise. The Watchers took in the new arrivals with curiosity. My family’s faces were full of wonder at the sights in front of them. I heard them trying to figure out such a thing was possible. They could not come to terms with the world I had presented to them. Sam, for one, was speechless. He was used to courtrooms, not rooms of vine.
Reaper was waiting for us on the platform. He had not moved far. Next to him were Margaret, Jackson, and River. Reaper looked at my family then at the rooms.
“You can take whichever one you want that’s unoccupied. Make yourselves at home,” Reaper said.
No one replied. They were still taking in the sights. I knew they would be okay. The fear in my chest had subsided.
“We should go check on your people now,” I told Reaper.
Reaper nodded.
“It should be a small group, as there might be a lot of people we need to pick up,” Reaper replied.
“I understand,” I said.
“Me, you and Daniel,” Reaper added.
Margaret, Jackson and Alex all started to protest. Reaper held up his hand.
“Alex needs to go to Han and Beatrice and get tested, to see if she picked up that virus they think was in the bomb,” Reaper said. “Margaret and Jackson, I need you two to get with River and work on an attack plan. We’re going to find King and Preacher soon, and we need to know the best way to focus our forces.”
“I do so under protest,” Jackson said.
“Noted,” Reaper said.
“You think I was exposed to a virus?” Alex asked.
I forgot that we had not shared that particular piece of information with her.
“We’re not sure,” I said. “That’s why you need to see Han and Beatrice.”
Daniel pulled the vials out of his pocket.
“And give them this, please,” Daniel said to Alex.
Alex didn’t look happy about us going without her, but she didn’t protest. Neither did Spider. He was holding Twitch’s hand and looking at the room Eli was still locked away in with Serenity. He wanted to be there with them in case they saw Eli. He wanted them to have a measure of a buffer. It was a choice I approved of.
“Where first?” I asked Reaper.
Reaper thought about it. He carefully kept his expression neutral, though I saw an uncertainty in the depth of his eyes. He had two separate priorities – that of a leader and that of a friend. I could tell he wanted to get Preacher and King home first, but I could also tell he thought them the most capable of looking after themselves. There were less experienced Saints out there, who needed to be brought home before the Seekers hunted them down. Reaper held out his hand and put a city street in to my mind. It was a street I was only vaguely familiar with, a street in Seattle. Daniel grabbed my other hand and, together, we left the others to figure out their place in the group.
The street was quiet; the night had brought a calm hush to the city. Despite the calm, I felt a dawning of preternatural awareness. It was an awareness that alerted me to the fact that something was off about our surroundings. Something was wrong. Reaper and Daniel were also aware of the feeling. I could see it on their faces. It was a subtle whisper against the night that suggested somewhere near someone was in trouble. I looked to Reaper for a clue to the feeling. He was looking up. I followed his gaze but saw nothing. Reaper looked at us again, and gestured up without a word. Daniel and I nodded, and we followed him to a ladder on the side of the building. Reaper jumped up to it easily, making his quick way up. Daniel and I followed after him. My body had no trouble jumping distance between the ground and the ladder. It was something I would not have managed before.
The top of the building was typical; hard concrete and a short ledge separating the top from the long fall down. It was empty, deserted. I scanned the roofline but there was no sign of people on any of the roofs across from us. Reaper moved to the opposite side of the building and looked down. His body language immediately changed. Daniel and I hurried over to see what he saw.
Two groups were in the middle of an alley without windows. One group was larger – better armed than the second group. Seekers. With them, were zombie-Watchers, who looked only barely contained by the Seekers. The other group was Reaper’s people. Despite being outnumbered and outclassed, the Saints were prepared to die fighting. My heart started to beat quicker at the sight of them. Their bravery impressed me. With the raised tempo of my heartbeat came new emotion in my chest. I was angry, I was tired, and I was done letting Marcus bully us. We had spent too long hiding from him. It was time to fight back. It was time to show him his actions would not be tolerated.
Without thinking, I moved to the ledge and let gravity work its magic. I fell swiftly to the hard ground and landed between the two groups just as the Seekers were preparing to attack. The pavement cracked with my hit. Both groups looked at me in shock. Neither had noticed our arrival – they had been too focused on the impending violence.
“Leave now, and I’ll let you live,” I said to the Seekers.
The Seekers looked me over once then laughed at me. Their laughter made rounds in the alley. I was not the sort of threat that worried them. I shrugged once at the laughter and let the anger move through my body. It was more controlled anger – emotion that focused my abilities and talents in a productive way.
“I warned you,” I said.
I pulled the knife out of my boot and moved to the twenty or so Seekers with grace I was still getting used to. I felt the training the historian had pounded in to me work its magic subconsciously. I did not have to think about my movements, they flowed naturally.
I met the first Seeker with a flash of blade against flesh. My knife cut in to him before he could wipe the smirk off his face. The other Seekers lost their mirth as he fell to the earth. I moved on to the next one before the man had even hit the ground. I moved from one Seeker to the next. My attack was swift, to the point. I was beyond fighting fair. Time felt stopped. There was nothing but everything, and the feel of my body dancing through the enemies in front of me. None of the Seekers I faced used their talents. They were young. The shock held them in their place. The zombie-Watchers were the easiest to face. I blasted them out of my way with fire. Their shrieks filled the air. The last living Seeker held up her hands as I reached her; her face was full of terror. I was angry, but my necklace burned a reminder in to my skin. Compassion. She deserved it, even if she would not have returned in kind.
I stopped moving forward, though my whole body trembled with the desire to finish the job. It took all of my willpower to keep my place.
“Go,” I commanded her.
She did not need to be told twice. She ran off down the street without a backwards glance. Her feet took her from our sight before I had time to catch up to the carnage I had caused. For the first time in my life, I felt no guilt at what I had done. The logic in my brain refused to let the emotions have their way. It had been necessary. I had tempered anger with compassion.
I turned back to the others and saw that they were watching me. They were frozen in various forms of aggression. Daniel and Reaper were the only ones not reaching for their weapons, but their faces also suggested their shock. They were still on top of the building, looking down at me.
“What?” I asked Daniel, who could not seem to stop staring.
“Um…” Daniel looked to Reaper for help.
“How about we get out of here, before that girl brings backup,” Reaper suggested, instead of answering.
“Sounds good,” I replied.
Reaper and Daniel exchanged a meaningful look that I had no doubt was about what they had just witnessed and jumped off the building to join us. Their landing was smooth, though it too dented the hard pavement. Reaper pointed at the bodies of the Seekers surrounding me.
“You should burn them,” Reaper said.
“Oh…” I said. “Of course.”
I moved away from the bodies and held out my hand. The fire was not difficult to find. It felt tied in to my anger now – and I had plenty of that to spare. I released the deluge and the bodies, as well as the blood, quickly disappeared from the alley. My task finished, I held out my hand to the group. The Saints who were less familiar with me were hesitant to touch me, fearing what my hands could do, but Reaper nodded encouragingly. It was a nod to remind them that I was on their side. They finally touched my hand, and I felt a whirlwind of their amazement, pride and ultimate fear. Those emotions haunting me, I pulled them in to the world of the in-between, to take them to the city made of vines. To take them home.
The first city was not our only stop. It was not our only rescue mission.
After I dropped the first group off at the vine-made platform, Reaper shared another nameless city with me. We quickly fell in to a pattern of rescue, retrieve and return to the city to drop the survivors off. Some of the Saints were in similar situations when we found them – others were simply waiting with worried expressions; they had been hunted by the Seekers but had fought their own battles and had emerged victorious. Whenever there were Seekers to be fought, I reacted without thought. Many of the Seekers kept zombie-Watchers with them. It was always disturbing to face the dead. Each time it brought shivers to my body.
Daniel and Reaper grew used to my fighting, though the Saints I rescued maintained varying levels of shock and awe. I did not try to explain myself to them, or make them understand, I just did what needed to be done. Reaper and Daniel were my constant allies in the fight. They understood. They did what they could to help.
City after city passed in a blur of rescuing, fighting and reclaiming the Saints Reaper had lost contact with over the course of a day. With each new city, a clearer picture of what was going on the world formed. News followed us. The news was not good.
The Seekers were starting to show themselves in public. They were not shy about the violence they caused or letting the zombie-Watchers be seen. Panic based in confusion and fear was starting to spread among the humans. People were being killed in the streets. Seekers were spreading violence to the world. There was news of riots, of regular people taking advantage of the chaos to loot and hurt. There was more news of Seekers hunting down innocent Watchers and murdering them and their families in the streets. The police were helpless against the force of Seekers. They could not stop them; they did not know how to respond. People slow to keep up with the Seekers. The chaos was spreading. Marcus’ bombings were just the beginning. His mission had been fear – and he was succeeding.
The news of the attacks and riots were frustrating. There was little we could do in the face of these reports. We could not track down every Seeker in every city in the world and expect to make it out alive every time. Dividing our forces only made us vulnerable. The Seekers outnumbered us; that number would only grow if we tried to fight back with split forces. We could only save the Saints and hope that killing Marcus would end the attacks.
I lost track of the number of people we saved and the cities we visited. They were all the same. They were all filled with bad news and fear. It was day when Reaper finally spoke of King and Preacher again.
“This is the last of my people,” Reaper said, as a group of fifteen stepped out from the shadows of a building to meet us.
Some of them looked scared; they were the Watchers the Saints had saved from the Seekers’ wrath. The Saints who had rescued them looked angry. They had seen the damage of the Seekers firsthand. They were all too aware of the darkness that was spreading around the world.
“Let’s take them back to camp then go see about King and Preacher,” Reaper commanded.
“Sounds good to me,” I replied.
“We should be cautious,” Daniel added. “Marcus will have people watching the terrain.”
“It might be best to bring Serenity along,” Reaper admitted grudgingly. “She can keep us from being noticed.”
“If she’s healed,” I said.
“She should be,” Daniel replied.
“Fine,” I replied.
I stuck out my hands, in what was becoming a habitual gesture, and felt the pull of the darkness. When we appeared on the platform, it was surrounded by curious Watchers waiting to hear more of the outside world. Daylight was gently streaming in through the cracks in the vines, but even it was not enough truly to brighten the vine city that had been created under the canopy. The gentle light was enough for my advanced eyes.
It was enough light to see Alex and Eli walking up the long winding stairs together. It was enough to see Reaper’s consequent reaction when he saw Alex’s hand tucked around Eli’s arm. It was enough to see her happy expression. Reaper’s eyes hardened and I felt a swift, hurt anger surround his senses. He turned away from the sight and focused on the room Serenity had been taken to heal. I stared at Alex, wondering if she had made her choice. Her eyes widened when she saw Reaper’s reaction, and she pulled her hand away from Eli’s arm. She had not expected to be caught being affectionate with him. She finally looked at me. Her blue eyes were full of fear that she had made a mistake. My eyes narrowed as I looked at her, but I could not tell what mistake she had made.
Reaper knocked on the outside of Serenity’s room harder than was warranted. The whole platform shook with his aggression. Serenity did not take long to step out. Her face unscarred, her body completely healed from the fight, she walked outside with her normal, casual swish of her hips.
“Yes, darling?” Serenity asked Reaper.
“I need a favor,” Reaper replied in a grouchy voice.
“Yes?” Serenity asked.
“We’re going to get Preacher and King from Israel,” Reaper said. “I was wondering if you could help us with your talent. I am uncertain who will be watching.”
“Of course,” Serenity replied. “I can get some of the nine’s warriors to come with us, if you need a fighting force.”
“That won’t be necessary,” Reaper said. “We have Clare.”
Serenity frowned at me but did not argue with Reaper’s words. She accepted his choice easily. She stepped closer to me. Reaper followed her. His eyes turned cold as they switched back to Alex. I had never seen Reaper look more like a human man. There was no leader of Watchers – there was just a man consumed by anger and hurt.
Deciding an argument was close, I held out my hands to Serenity, Reaper and Daniel. They took them swiftly, and I pulled us back in the world of darkness. As I did, I felt Alex’s stare trail after us as much as the fire from the explosion in New York. It was hard not to feel the full weight of her x-ray stare, even over the distance we were traveling. The weight of Reaper on my hand as we moved was heavy – it was as if he was fighting the pull onward. His mind remained on the platform, with Alex.
 




Chapter 17
 

The mountains of Israel were fully lit with the bright sun that was hanging overhead. It was farther along here than in the rainforest, brightening our task, but making it easier for others to see us as well.
Serenity pulled her gift around us as we landed. I did not feel any different, but I could sense the change. When I looked down, there was nothing but cracked rock and dry, dusty sand. My body was missing. I allowed a moment to deal with the strangeness of the sight then I took stock of the feel of the others touch against mine. They were all still holding on to my hand.
Do we need to stay touching to keep up the illusion? I asked Serenity.
No, she replied. But it is best if we stay close to one another.
Fine, I replied. Which way? I asked Reaper.
Straight ahead, he replied. They should be somewhere near that mountain.
Okay.
I let go of their hands, all except Daniel, who kept his hand in mine. I could tell he felt more comfortable knowing for sure that I was nearby. I felt the same comfort.
We walked across the landscape, our eyes peeled for any sign of Preacher or King. As I walked, I felt a strange feeling in my gut. It was the feeling of familiarity. I knew the mountain range and the feeling of the sun against my skin. The landscape was not as foreign as I had always imagined. It was almost…home.
My eyes searched the horizon for some sign of my friends. I knew that Preacher could have any number of illusions up to keep us from finding them, ones that could lead us in to any number of dangerous situations. I hoped he would see us before the illusions caught up with us.
We walked to the mountain. A harsh wind followed us as we walked. It filled the air with sound, making it impossible to hear very far in the distance, even with our super hearing abilities. Daniel kept an eye on the future as we walked – he tried to see everything that would happen. The weight of his mind searching time was not as strong as it had been when I was human. Part of my brain watched with him. The other part kept an eye on the present, expecting the details surrounding us to tell me where King and Preacher were hiding…if they were hiding at all.
Finding them was not as complicated as I imagined, but it was still a surprise.
We were at the base of the mountain when I saw a lonely tree with large branches reaching up to the perfect, blue sky. The tree shimmered in the air. I saw a sparkle of fuzziness around the tree. Something urged me to look away. The shimmer of the tree was nothing more than a trick of the eye, the sun playing with my mind. My curiosity was wasted on the tree. I ignored the impulse to look away. I was too curious. I pulled Daniel over to the tree, to investigate further. The impulse to look away increased. Daniel’s feet started to drag with the weight of the impulse. I knew there was something wrong. My gut told me the problem was with the tree. I urged Daniel along with a steady pull on his hand.
As soon as we got close to the tree, the illusion shattered. The tree was not as empty as it had appeared at first sight.
King and Preacher were hanging upside down on the tree. Their entire bodies were wrapped in silver chains. They hung from the topmost branch. They were doing their best to try to escape. The chains swung in time to their struggles.
“Maybe if we swing hard enough, the branch will brake,” King said.
“We’ve gone through this…” Preacher said in his patient voice. “We will still be bound by the chains.”
“I know. I’m just trying to think of options,” King replied.
“You thought of that one yesterday,” Preacher said.
It was the first time I had ever heard Preacher sound cross.
“Or maybe you could wait for very good friends to help you down,” I said.
Preacher and King looked at each other than at the landscape. Their eyes told them that their ears were hearing something impossible. I was nothing more than another illusion. Neither man spoke; they were trusting to Preacher’s illusion to keep them safe. My voice could be a trick designed to figure out their location. There was a brief pause in which I felt Serenity and Reaper move close and then we all reappeared. I was flesh and bone again, instead of a wisp in the wind. Serenity had taken away her talent. Preacher and King looked at us with relief dawning on their faces.
“This is very curious indeed,” Daniel added.
“How about you have a little less curiosity and a little more help us get the hell down?” King asked.
Daniel moved to the tree where the chain had been tied off. He unwound the chain from the trunk and lowered King and Preacher to the ground. Once they were down, Reaper and I undid the chains from their bodies. Preacher sighed in relief as I helped him with the last of the chain, while King looked between our curious faces with a mixture of embarrassment and anger.
“What happened?” Reaper asked.
“That’s a story better told somewhere else,” Preacher said. “The devil has eyes on even the brightest of places.”
“Right,” Reaper agreed.
I held out my hands to the others. The grabbed them, and I felt the immediate pull of the darkness. When we landed in the forest, Preacher and King looked around the platform curiously. They had been expecting a ship, not a forest.
“It looks as if we both have stories to share,” Preacher said.
“Yours first,” Reaper commanded.
“Good news: Marcus is definitely in Israel,” King said.
“Bad news?” Daniel asked.
“You are such a pessimist,” I said.
“Realist,” Daniel corrected.
“Semantics. Maybe they only have good news,” I said.
“They were tied to a tree,” Daniel pointed out.
“Do you mind if I tell the story?” King asked.
“Go ahead,” I said.
“The bad news,” King said with a grin at me, “is that he has more people than we thought. He’s got thousands of Watchers and Nightstalkers around his fortress.”
“The Seekers he has out terrorizing people must be a small force, then,” Daniel said. “No wonder so many of them were easy to kill. They were probably all young ones Marcus thinks of as expendable. His real fighting force is still in Israel.”
“Is that why you let me do most of the fighting?” I asked.
“It was good practice,” Daniel teased.
“So, he has more people than we think,” Reaper mused. “How close were you able to get?”
“Close enough to see that he’s been digging in to the ground. We also saw him make a speech from his tower,” King said.
“Marcus made a speech?” Daniel asked. “Did you hear what he said?”
“Something about a new order – a new world where his people would be kings, where they suffered no rules, no fear of death or pain…it was crazy talk,” King said.
“Sounds about right,” I said.
“His people were real worked up, though,” King said. “The guy definitely has a way with words.”
“And how did we come to find you hanging by a tree?” Reaper asked.
King looked embarrassed. Preacher did not hold the same embarrassment. He accepted it is a situation they could not have helped.
“A patrol snuck up on us,” Preacher replied.
“How come they didn’t just kill you?” Daniel asked.
“They wanted to, uh, ‘discuss’ what we were doing hanging around the fortress…” King replied. “Who had sent us, etc…While they were tying us up I managed to put a seed in to one of their brains. It took a while, but he finally went in search of the third person he thought he saw hanging around with us. When he and his group were gone, Preacher put up the illusion that we had escaped the chains. They gave chase. Luckily, they didn’t see through the illusion.”
“Except that you couldn’t get down?” I asked.
“Right,” King said.
“Were you able to find out anything specific at all?” Reaper asked. “Anything to suggest what his goal is with the bombings and the attacks, or why he was digging in to the earth?”
“Well, the digging part sort of felt like he was looking for something. The bombings and attacks, I have no idea,” King replied. “I hadn’t even heard of it.”
“He is preparing, however,” Preacher replied. “I got the feeling he was waiting for something…he was close to what he was after. Time is not on our side.”
“Alright…thank you,” Reaper said.
There was a feeling of movement behind us. I turned and saw that River had climbed the stairs to join us. Behind her were Moira, Margaret, Jackson, and Alex – they had come to see what was going on. The whispers of the other Watchers around us had reached them. Word had gotten out of Preacher and King’s return. When River saw King alive and safe, a flurry of emotions went through her eyes. She could not hide the emotions. She stepped across the space separating her from him, grabbed King by the front of the shirt, and kissed him fiercely. King was shocked at the kiss, but he did not resist the touch or the kiss. I felt my eyes widen. The others were similarly shocked. When the shock wore off, we started laughing and Jackson whistled in appreciation.
River broke away from King and touched him on the chest.
“I’m glad you are safe,” River told him.
His mouth moved as he searched for a proper response.
“Obviously,” he finally said.
“Well…” I said around the awkwardness of the moment.
“Yep,” Daniel agreed.
“Would you two like a moment?” Reaper teased them.
“I think they just had one,” I said.
River turned to Reaper. She seemed unbothered by the fact that she had just so effectively shown King her emotions. She was focused beyond her personal life; she had a mission. Her body language suggested she was eager to continue the kiss. She couldn’t ignore that as much as she could our comments. I knew she and King would talk – they would figure out where they stood. I was just happy River had finally stopped dwelling on King and had decided to act.
“So, is that the last of our people?” River asked.
“Yeah,” Reaper agreed.
“What’s next?” River asked.
Reaper crossed his arms and looked beyond us to think.
“I think it might be good for everyone to take a day,” Daniel suggested before Reaper could speak. “We’ve had a traumatic couple of days, and time to gather our thoughts would be good for everyone. I think we’re all agreed that attacking Marcus is the way to go, but that sort of thing should be prepared when we’re fresh.”
Reaper thought about it. He finally nodded.
“We should wait for Sara and Shawn to wake up, anyways,” Reaper said. “Their help will make the difference once we start to move against Marcus.”
“Good,” Daniel replied.
King and River eyed each other for a moment then King reached out and tentatively took River’s hand. They disappeared down the stairs to talk in private. Margaret and Jackson followed after them at a slower pace, their hands linked as they walked. Serenity went back to the room Eli had healed her in, content to spend her time in private. Alex stared at Reaper. Her x-ray eyes moved across his face. Her expression was uncertain – she obviously had things she wanted to say. Her lips moved to form the words, but Reaper was not in the mood. He did not want to have to endure her reasons for choosing Eli over him. It would only distract him from the war he was preparing to fight. It would hurt too much. He walked away and went in to the room directly across from the stairs. A vine-made door blocked us from seeing him inside. Alex’s face fell as he closed us out.
“Alex…” I started to say.
Alex held up a hand to stop me.
“It’s fine,” Alex said.
“It’s not…” I replied.
Her lip quivered with the tears that were hovering in her eyes, but she didn’t reply. She turned away and walked down the stairs, not allowing me to comfort her. I frowned after her.
“Why won’t she talk to me?” I asked.
“Because she’s afraid,” Daniel replied.
“Afraid? Alex?” I asked.
“Alex is afraid that talking to you will mean that she has to be honest about her emotions, and she doesn’t do well with that,” Daniel said.
“Alex is very honest,” I said.
“Not when it comes to putting herself above others,” Daniel said. “She’s gotten in to a habit of being there for others and neglecting herself. Now, suddenly, she has two people vying for her attention. It’s a difficult reality to face.”
I sighed. “Yeah…”
I tugged on Daniel’s hand to get him to walk with me. We moved down the steps at a slow pace, our minds a million miles away. I was dwelling on the situation between Alex and Reaper – it was an easier place to dwell than Marcus was. It felt more immediate. We had been building up to the fight with Marcus for so long that it felt surreal to know the moment was close.
“Do you want to talk about how you just saved upwards of five hundred people over the course of a night?” Daniel asked after a moment of silence.
His mind had been focused on our night of rescuing the others. He was focused on the change I had gone through.
“No,” I replied.
“You were amazing,” Daniel said. “I’ve never seen another Watcher move the way you did. You took out most of them without even needing any of your talents.”
“That was the historian’s training,” I said.
“It was more than that…” Daniel replied. “Natural ability.”
“We are born to be violent, aren’t we?” I asked.
“Some more than others,” Daniel said.
I could tell he wasn’t thinking about me, rather he was contemplating his own aptitude toward violence. It was something I had never so fully understood until the moment I had changed. It really was as if the change triggered something in my brain – a pull to do the wrong thing for the wrong reason, just because I could. No matter how much I wanted to save people and help them, the pull could not be ignored. It was a pull Daniel had faced for a hundred years.
I finally understood why he spent so much time worrying he would turn in to a Nightstalker – not only because he had seen it in a vision. It was something most Watchers had to keep an eye on at all times. Those who did not ended up working for Marcus, or similar; and at the very worst, they irreparably turned in to a demon. It was no easy fate to consider. I wondered if I would be faced with the same fate as the others. My talents were still being discovered – did that make my fate worse if I lost control, or did I never have to worry about such a thing?
I realized that getting to the point where I killed without regret would be as much of a torture as being trapped in the form of a Nightstalker forever. I also realized that my mind had let go of the deaths easier than I thought. The vast expanse was willing to let the past lie in the past. I held on to a profound fear that delving too deep in to the uncharted expanse would make me loose the part of my personality that did not like killing. It was as if the old part of me was hanging on to a life preserver in the middle of the Atlantic without hope of a rescue. Did I dare allow the new me control over my life? What would that mean? From the way my talents were developing, I felt the damage I could do would be exponentially worse – not only ‘worse’ but also world ending.
“We have to visit the historian soon,” Daniel said after a moment of silence. “She told you to come back after the change.”
“That’s true,” I said.
“Though I don’t think she can really teach you much more,” he added.
I stopped walking and turned to face him.
“Daniel…” I said.
“What?”
I wanted to admit to him all my fears – for the new me developing with the change and the way Marcus was starting to unravel the world, but I decided to let the moment go. I needed light, not dark.
“What’s your serious opinion on post-modern architecture?” I asked.
“Seriously?” he asked.
“Why not?” I asked back.
He smiled and shrugged, allowing for the change of subject easily. He was surprisingly well versed in architecture. He had serious opinions on form, design and the changing art of architecture. I listened to him willingly even as we walked the strange domain of the plant-made city. As we walked, I had to constantly remind myself that the city was not a dream. Someone had actually built the rooms and stairs with their talent.
We could not escape the stares of the others, no matter how far we walked. People were curious and wanted answers to what my oddness meant for the future. I didn’t know how to tell them that I knew even less than they did. Familiar faces stuck out from the sea of faces. I saw Ileana and Mick, along with the others we had rescued from the castle, grouped together in one part of the vine-made rooms. Mick smiled seductively as we passed, and Ileana nodded cordially. The rest of their group maintained a dark vigilance. They were eager to get on with the violence and pay Marcus back for ruining the lives they had built up. Others of the Saints that I had come to know smiled at me in greeting. Some were brave enough to call out my name.
Finally, near the edge of the vine-city, and on another platform made of leaves, we came across my family. They were gathered together on the platform, keeping each other company. There was a lot of laughter coming from their space. It was even louder than the sound of insects. Alex was playing with Cora’s hair while Sprint watched. They were engaged in serious girl talk that was more about bonding than any one thing in particular. Twitch, who was reading a book, was sitting near Ethan and Spider. The boys were messing with the radio Spider had taken from Ellen and Sam’s house; Spider was trying to pick up a station through the static. Ellen, Sam and Naomi sat near enough to keep an eye on things but far enough away that their serious conversation would not interrupt the others’ fun.
Daniel and I joined them, knowing we had been searching them out all along. I sat on the platform and pulled Twitch in to my lap. He accepted my touch happily, though his eyes barely moved from the book. His thoughts greeted me warmly, and I knew he was glad to see me again. Alex glanced at me, to see if I was going to bring up Reaper and Eli. I smiled at her reassuringly and brought up something else instead.
“Did Han and Beatrice find out anything about the virus?” I asked her.
“Not yet,” Alex replied. “They have a whole team working on it.”
“I’m sure you’ll be fine,” I replied.
“You think so?” she asked.
Her question held a curious double meaning.
I nodded.
“Yeah,” I said. “You’re stronger than most.”
She smiled and went back to playing with Cora’s hair. I was quiet as I watched the others. I soaked up the peace; I could feel that it would be my last chance for a while. As I sat, the ‘thumpthumpthumpthump’ – which sounded like a tiny hummingbird using a jackhammer – made a return appearance. It was a curious sound, and my brain latched on to it. There had to be a reason I was hearing it – sounds didn’t just come from nowhere. I looked at Daniel, who was helping Spider and Ethan with the radio. He was the only other Watcher handy. He had to hear it.
“Do you hear that?” I asked Daniel.
“What?” Daniel replied.
“That thump sound,” I replied.
“Thump sound?” Daniel asked.
“Like something thumping,” I explained. “It’s very annoying.”
“Thanks for that,” he replied. He frowned and concentrated. “No…I don’t hear anything that sounds like a ‘thump.’”
The sound got louder at our words, almost as if it could her us. There was no mistaking that it was close. I frowned and tried to pinpoint the source. I sat Twitch back on the ground and stood. I moved in the direction I thought it was coming from. My movement took me directly toward Ellen. The sound was coming from her. She looked up at me as I stopped in front of her. Oblivious to her confusion, focused on the mystery, I knelt down, still following the source. I put my head against her chest. I heard her heartbeat, but I also heard something else – the ‘thumpthumpthumpthump’ was louder. It was as if she had two heartbeats. That was impossible. Unless…
The dawning of the truth was sharp and clear. There was no other explanation.
“Mom!?” I said as the truth hit me. “You’re pregnant?!”
Ellen’s eyes widened and a blush heated her face. She looked at Sam for help. They had obviously planned to tell us under better circumstances. It was why they had been so adamant about talking to us in person. They were not just getting married…they were starting a whole new family. Alex’s eyes had widened as well. Her gift had not let her in to that particular secret. For once, Ellen and Sam had managed to keep something from us.
“Well, we were going to wait and tell you…” Ellen said.
Her expression was nervous and her thoughts were filled with worry. She was worried I would resent the new family she was building up – somehow blame her for moving on. I put my arms around her, being careful not to hurt her with just a hug, and held her tight.
“This is great,” I whispered to her.
Her arms wrapped around me.
“Promise?” she asked.
“I couldn’t be happier for you if you gave me chocolate and episodes of the ‘Twilight Zone,’” I replied.
Ellen released me and smiled. Her brown eyes were full of warmth and happiness – she actually glowed with her happiness. It was a wonder I had not noticed the glow earlier. Alex had a shocked, surprised expression on her face. It was the expression she had practiced on the boat so many weeks ago, only now it was real. She jumped to her feet. She hugged both Ellen and Sam with an expression I had not seen on her face in a long time – complete and utter joy. She was happier than I had seen her since before Eli had stepped out of the shadows of that cave and changed her life forever.
“Do you know if it’s a boy or girl?” Alex asked, her question bubbling over his lips. “Do you know names? How far along? When are you due?”
Ellen laughed at her excitement and, still holding her hand, answered her questions with equal excitement. I walked back to Daniel and sat next to him. As I sat, Naomi winked at me. I smiled, and Daniel put his hand in mine. He allowed his feelings of happiness to move through our touch then he spoke. His words summed up my joy at the knowledge of something so normal in the chaos we were in the middle of – it also expressed my ultimate fear that with Marcus stepping up his game, the kid would never have a normal life.
“How about that?” Daniel asked.
“Yeah,” I agreed.
The feeling of joy and fear ran circles in my chest. I wanted to let the joy win out but my brain was so excellent at multi-tasking. Both emotions held equal ground. There was another feeling. The clock had started ticking again – ticking down to a moment in time that would change us forever. It made me impatient and nervous. It was all I could do to keep my seat and watch as Alex and the others piled Ellen with question upon question about her pregnancy.
The subtle tick-tick-tick was almost as compelling as the sound of the ‘thumpthumpthump’ that I now knew was the heartbeat of my brother or sister. It was a sound that could not be ignored. The ticking told me that I would not like what came next – it told me to enjoy the moment in front of me.
It would not last.
 




Chapter 18
 

Daniel and I spent the day with my family. At night, when the time came for them to sleep, we moved back through the forest. We had no destination beyond one that kept the tension out of our minds.
As the darkness fell, however, I couldn’t stand it any longer. I needed to be doing something. I needed to be moving. My patience had not improved with the change. Daniel noticed my feelings as we walked around a particularly large tree.
“We should wait and see what Reaper has to say before we run off and try to fight Marcus single-handedly,” Daniel said.
“I didn’t say I wanted to fight him single-handedly,” I replied.
“Yeah?” he asked skeptically.
“Have you ever met that dragon-girl who chased us in New York?” I asked. “Do you know who she is?”
“She has a reputation – as does her brother,” Daniel replied. “He was the one in the hooded cloak.”
“He was in New Orleans,” I said.
“Yes,” Daniel replied. “The Seekers down there said that he and his sister were born evil – they’ve never known what ‘good’ is. It’s not in their personalities to know.”
“That’s kind of dramatic,” I said.
“Accurate, though,” Daniel replied.
“What was with the circus act when they attacked us?” I asked.
“They were part of the circus before Marcus found them. I guess they think it makes them look intimidating…or else they are just crazy.”
“How come the brother didn’t recognize you in New Orleans, if you both have such widespread reputations?” I asked.
“He never met me before I joined the Seekers in New Orleans,” Daniel replied. “I didn’t make a habit of getting seen. My name was more like scary story.”
“Was that a humble brag?” I asked.
“Without the humble part,” Reaper said, stepping out from behind the tree.
Next to him were a girl I had never seen before and Preacher. The girl had pale green eyes that held a swirl of brown and short, pixie-style hair. She was willowy, lanky even for a Watcher. Her green eyes took me in with respect and curious understanding. Reaper noticed my look.
“Oh, this is Fiona,” Reaper said. “She’s responsible for our little city.”
“This is you?” I asked, gesturing at the vine rooms.
Fiona smiled and nodded.
“Yep,” she said.
“Your talent is amazing,” I replied.
Her smile grew. Her white teeth flashed brilliantly against the greens surrounding us. The vines twitched with her smile.
“Thanks,” she replied.
“We were just talking about growing the structures out,” Reaper said. “We have more people all of a sudden, thanks to Clare.”
He meant my night of rescuing the Saints and the others we had consequently saved in the process.
“How are Sara and Shawn?” I asked to deflect away from mention of me.
“They’re finally awake,” Reaper said. “They claim they’re fine now, but I think it’ll be morning before I send them out again.”
I was relieved to hear they were awake. I had been worried. I knew the weight of carrying the ship and the people was no small thing.
“I was thinking that it might be best for you to see the historian before we meet tomorrow to talk about our options,” Reaper added. “It’s best to get that out of the way, so we can focus on Marcus.”
“That’s a good idea,” Daniel said.
Daniel turned to me, to ask me when I wanted to go. I didn’t need the question. I was eager to speak with the historian – I wanted to see if I exceeded her expectations with the change or failed them. I wanted to see what she had to say. I held out my hand out to Daniel.
“Let’s go now,” I said.
“Well, I suppose that answers my question,” Daniel said, taking my hand.
“Do you want someone to go with you?” Reaper asked.
Daniel looked at me. I shook my head at Reaper.
“There’s no need,” I said. “We’ll talk to her then come back.”
“Alright,” Reaper agreed easily. “Be back by dawn…”
“Okay,” I said.
“Be safe,” Preacher added.
Fiona waved a ‘goodbye.’ I smiled in parting then pulled the familiar sight of the abandoned mine in to my head. I set us on the road, to give me time to prepare for what she would say, to give her time to see us.
The snow was piled deep. It was a completely different world than one we had just left. The snow was on top of the buildings and surrounded the rugged mountains. The air was still and quiet, there was no sound in the snow-drenched terrain, only the gentle shift of snow against snow. It was the most peaceful sound in the world.
The snow landed on Daniel’s dark hair, creating a crown of icy lace on his head. It landed in his eyelashes and on his shoulders. It made him glow – for the first time since I had met him, he truly looked angelic. For some reason, the idea made me shiver.
“Are you cold?” Daniel asked, noticing the shiver.
“No…” I said. “Come on.”
I tugged on his hand, to get him walking along the snow-obscured path. Despite the weight of our bodies and the fragility of the snow, we barely broke the surface of the snow. When we passed the house we had fixed up, I realized that we had left our things in there. My guitar, my bag and my grandfather’s book were all there. I would have to get them before we left for good.
It was strange to think we might not come back and see the historian again. I had grown to trust her as a teacher. Maybe not a friend, exactly, but as someone I respected. She was a mentor; one I would not forget easily. But it was time to move on. Marcus had to be dealt with.
Daniel and I finally stepped up the stairs that lead to the entrance of the cave. I stepped over the threshold of the entrance familiarly. My eyes went to the rose in the middle of the room first out of habit then to the right where the historian was sitting in her chair reading a book.
“You survived the change I see,” she said, not looking up from her book.
“I did,” I replied.
“How do you feel?” she asked.
“I haven’t decided,” I said.
She finally looked up. She shut her thick book without bothering with a bookmark. Her multi-colored eyes took me in with her typical enigmatic expression. A small frown appeared on her face.
“Your clothes suggest something more than the change,” she said.
“Yeah, we were blown up, got in a fight with Seekers – several, in fact – went to Israel, and have spent the day in a vine-made city,” I said.
The historian was silent for a moment.
“I see,” she replied. “What do you mean ‘blown up’?”
I told her everything that had happened since we had left her cave. She didn’t try to read my history, and I didn’t suggest it. I could tell she preferred it that way. When I was finished, she took another moment to think.
“And what do you plan on doing about it?” she asked.
“I’m going to take the fight to Marcus,” I said. “Just like I said I would. Reaper is preparing for a fight as we speak.”
“You are going to attack a fortress?” the historian asked.
“Sure,” I replied.
“Do you think you will win?” she asked.
“It’s better than doing nothing,” I replied.
The historian smiled. She had liked my response. It made her happy. It was the first time I had seen her smile since my training had begun.
“Farrah said the same thing with the same expression on her face once,” she said.
“Yeah?” I asked.
The idea that my ultimate grandmother had said the same thing gave me confidence and hope. The historian’s smile fell.
“It was right before her final battle with Lorian and Darian, right before her deal with Nemesis,” the historian said.
“Oh,” I said.
It was right before Farrah had died…I wasn’t sure I liked the comparison.
“It is strange for me,” she admitted.
“What is?” I asked.
“Farrah and I grew up together,” the historian said after a long pause. “She was my best friend – my only friend, actually. I was odd as a child – obsessed with things the others did not care for. Life…death…the history of things; perhaps my ability presenting itself early. Farrah saw beyond my oddness, used to tease me all the time when I got too philosophical or morose. She was very intelligent, could quote all the poets, historians and scholars, but she never saw the purpose in studying. She was much more interested in doing…always wanted an adventure. Then…Odette came. Everything changed.”
The historian’s eyes roamed around the cave. I wondered if she was seeing the past of the cave – the people, animals and days of the place. I imagined the past was as difficult to see as the future, for a different reason.
“It is strange for me, because seeing you is like seeing her alive again,” the historian continued after a pause. “The similarities really are quite striking. She looked like you…only her hair was longer, and she did not have tattoos or a nose ring. But those differences are trivial… She had the same sense of duty – of protecting those she felt were in her charge. The same sense of humor – even the same way of punishing herself when she felt that she wasn’t living up to her own expectations. And as I look at you, all I can think of is the way I let her down.”
“Let her down?” I asked.
“I should have made the bargain with Nemesis. I should have given my life for my friend,” the historian said. “I should not have agreed to take her child and her lover to a distant land; I should have made them flee together as a family. I thought there was nobility in her sacrifice. There was only death…I should have seen past Marcus’ appearance. If I had, maybe things would be different now. Marcus would not…Farrah would have been able to stop him before it got this far.”
The information that the historian had been the one to take Farrah’s family out of the country was surprising, but not nearly as surprising as the very human guilt that dominated her expression. The words to console her guilt were not difficult to find.
“I’m not Farrah,” I said. “And I don’t know your past with her, but I would think that she felt grateful she had someone she could trust to protect her family. Her choice was her own. You were a good friend to do as much as you did.”
“Yet I help Marcus get closer to you,” she said.
“Marcus would have found his own way,” I said.
“He always does,” Daniel added.
“Perhaps,” the historian said. “Or perhaps he would have never discovered that you are the key to unlocking the weapon.”
She sighed and more memories flooded her senses. She was lost for a moment. The moment passed, and her eyes brightened with an idea. She stood in one fluid movement, her eyes still bright with the idea she was nurturing. She went to the white rose that was placed in the middle of the room. Her expression was soft as she looked at the rose. The expression suggested she was about to share a secret with me. She gestured at the rose.
“This rose was given to me by Farrah. She used her talent on it, so that it would never age. I would think she created it with you in mind, so that one day her heir could have a connection to her. I want you to have it.”
I looked at the rose in amazement. It was something my ultimate grandmother had touched – something she used her abilities to maintain. It was proof she was something more than a legend; tangible proof she had lived and loved and had died for her people, so that one day I could live. It was the only birthday present I had gotten, but I was certain it couldn’t be topped. I reached out and touched the glass case guarding the rose. My eyes found Daniel’s – he saw in my expression how much seeing the rose meant. His face lit up with a smile.
I was about to speak, to thank the historian, when I felt the pressure of time ticking down in a more urgent way. My eyes moved to the monitors at the back of the room as a flash of movement caught my attention. It was dark movement across the white landscape. Someone was here. We were not alone. The monitors went dark.
I got a flash of the world exploding around us only seconds before it happened.
Then, I was thrown off my feet and flung through the air. I hit the ground hard. The stone fractured as I hit. The sound of the explosion ringing through my head, the dust swirling around the space, I looked toward the hole that had formed in the rock. It was to the left of the entrance. A new way in had been created with the explosion. Standing at the entrance was a woman.
The dragon-girl was back. Her eyes were bright with glee as she looked at the chaos she had brought. Behind her was the man with the black cloak and a group of fifteen. As I watched, she stepped through the hole; whatever trick the historian used to keep Watchers from entering her cave was useless against the step. The entrance was no longer guarded. The woman’s eyes were surprised when she saw Daniel and me on the floor. She had not been expecting us, but our presence was a welcome one. She could accomplish two missions at once. I knew she had come to kill the historian for no reason other than the fact that the historian knew too much. I could tell from the look in her eyes.
The dragon-girl did not waste time with words, though her eyes said plenty. She pulled a knife out from nowhere and threw it at Daniel. Daniel rolled out of the way just in time. She threw more at both Daniel and the historian. It looked almost as if she was pulling the knives from nowhere. They appeared in her hand then flew through the space without pause. Her brother joined in on their attack – he also threw knives that seemingly came out of nowhere. They were both focused on the historian and Daniel. I was not worth their time. She moved forward as she threw the knives. Her movement was almost like a snake slithering across the floor. It was an alien grace I found disturbing.
Daniel and the historian dodged, rolled, and kept up a continuous motion to avoid the daggers. It was motion I knew they could not keep up forever. Eventually, the knives would find their mark. There were just too many for them to dodge them all. I moved toward the dragon-girl, my anger boiling to the surface.
The dragon-girl saw me, knew I was angry enough to fight, and decided to act. She threw four knives in rapid succession, surprising me. One of them landed in my shoulder, one in my stomach and two in my right leg. The pain was a different surprise. I had not expected the knives to hurt so much. I had expected I would be impervious to the pain. I was wrong.
I fell to my knees as the attack on Daniel and the historian increased. I tried to stand, but the man in the cloak moved forward to kick me in the small of my back. I fell forward, my face slamming in to the rock. The rock did not hurt my face, but the knives were driven deeper in to my body. I grunted in pain. The man put his foot on my back, making the pain worse. I struggled against his foot. Around me, I heard the sound of the knives swishing through the air, the calls of the others as they taunted Daniel and the historian, and the sickening crunch of some of the knives finding their mark. The sounds were enough. I pushed against the ground, my anger overriding my pain. I felt three more people step on my back. I was shoved down again. Even my overwhelming strength was not enough to get them off me.
More knives swished through the air. Daniel called out to me. His voice was full of panic. He tried to get to me but the knives kept him at bay.
I had to focus.
My first instinct was to find the darkness. I would move to Daniel and the historian and take them away from the cave. We would escape. The pull was easy. I imagined them, particularly Daniel, and allowed myself to move. The problem with my plan was that the people touching me came with me. They could not help the pull. I felt the weight of them. I tried to push them off, to get them away from me as I walked in the dark. Three of them fell, but the last one would not let go. The touch was too strong. He would not fall. I couldn’t waste time fighting with him in the dark. Daniel needed my help.
I reappeared next to Daniel. He and the historian had taken cover behind a bookcase. It offered little in the way of protection. Daniel was bleeding from the shoulder and leg, while the historian remained untouched. She peered through the bookcase, and I sensed her preparing to move, to stop the woman from killing us all. I had no doubt the historian would be successful. As I landed, I turned to take care of the Watcher who had followed me through the dark.
It was the man wearing the cloak. He was quicker than I was, prepared for what he had planned. He pulled a sword out of nowhere and thrust it at Daniel. Daniel managed to evade the thrust, but only barely. I kicked at the man with the leg that was not full of knives. He jumped back and swung at me with the sword. His sword kept me away. It was a barrier against hurting him. I needed a weapon. I had four of them. I cried out in pain as I pulled out the dagger from my shoulder. The blood dripping to the floor, I held it low as I had been taught and waited for him to move again. The sound of the daggers flying through the air stopped abruptly – the woman had realized her brother was in danger.
I felt the air shimmer and suddenly she was next to us. She had another dagger in her hand. It was aimed directly at the historian. The historian caught the woman’s wrist and broke it with a quick ‘snap.’ The woman screeched in her pain. It was just like the night I had cut her hand. The broken wrist did not stop the woman – it just made her fierce. She lashed out at the historian and they moved in to a solid dance of fighting. As they moved, I kept my eye on the man with the cloak. It was impossible to tell what he was thinking. His expression was hidden. I watched his gloved hands and his body for signs he was about to move. When he did move, I was unprepared for it.
He slashed at me than at Daniel, his sword controlled and his moves effortless. The first slash of his sword turned in to several. Daniel and I ducked and moved in time to his slashes. The man was a good fighter – he had perfected his swordsmanship. There was no way through his defense. Our fight was complicated by the other Watchers in the room. They were not content to let others have all the fun. They moved like circus performers in and out of the fight. They forced us to divide our attention between them and the man. The historian fought a similar battle from near the entrance to the cave.
The man’s attacks became more determined. As his sword picked up speed, the feeling in the room changed. The air was suddenly heavy – our movements took more effort. It was as if we were operating in heavier gravity. The others in the room were affected in the same way. Daniel and I managed to avoid the blows of the others, but the man was not affected by the weight of his talent. He moved toward us with more speed then we could manage. I watched helplessly as he aimed his sword directly at Daniel. Daniel tried to move in time, to dodge the blow. Daniel’s eyes widened when he realized he could not avoid the sword. His eyes switched to mine as I fought off two other Watchers. His eyes were afraid. I felt my heart stop. Time stood still. I had to act. I felt the pull of the dark again. I would get him to safety with my talent. I flashed away from my attackers and appeared directly next to Daniel. I was not quick enough. I watched in horror as the man stabbed directly in to Daniel’s chest.
The sword pierced his heart.
The sound of the ‘crunch,’ as it slid through Daniel’s ribs and in to his heart was earth shattering. Before the man in the cloak could begin to gloat about his victory, I returned with violence of my own. I threw my knife direct at the man’s face. It was a good throw, and the man fell to the ground. He did not get back up. He was dead. The feeling of heaviness stopped as the man fell.
Daniel’s knees buckled, and he fell to the ground. His fall was quick and without grace. The expression of shock dominated his features. The sword was still lodged in his chest. I moved to him, ignoring the chaos of the fight around me.
My hands moved to the large sword sticking out of his chest. I wasn’t sure if it was the right thing to do, but I couldn’t leave it there. It was too difficult to look at. I pulled it out of his chest and put my hands over the gaping wound. Silver blood rushed over my hands, drenching them in seconds. I was useless to stop the blood. I did not have Eli’s talent. I did not feel the pull of healing. I was too worked up to figure out if I had learned that ability as well. But Eli could save him. He could help Daniel heal before the blood loss was too much.
“I’m going to get Eli,” I said.
Blood was on Daniel’s lips. He could not reply. His mouth moved but words escaped him. He was mute in his pain. His eyes were lost in fear. His hand moved to touch my face. It never connected. His hand fell, and his eyes closed. His body went limp. The strong sound of his slow heartbeat stopped.
I looked up from him, feeling shocked. The room was in chaos. It mirrored my thoughts. Everything felt slowed down. The seconds were torture. I could not keep out the visuals however. They pressed in on my senses – my brain was unable to shut down around the fear and pain.
The historian had found another dagger. She was wielding both daggers in different directions as she fought the dragon-girl and the others. She moved and danced in time to the rhythm of the fight. Her skill was unmatched. She was outnumbered, however. I couldn’t leave her to the fight. I couldn’t let her die…
Feeling detached, I raised my hand. The earth started to shake even as fire came from the palm of my hand. Those closest to me felt the wrath of the fire. Those farther away from me felt the wrath of the earth. The cave floor split open and the others, except for the historian and the dragon-girl, fell. When they were gone, the floor knitted back together, sealing them to their fate. They would not survive.
The historian took advantage of the moment and moved close to the woman. With a swift motion, the historian stabbed the dragon-girl in the throat and the heart at the same time. The woman let out a screech full of agony then fell to the ground. She was dead before she hit the floor. The historian turned to me. Her eyes had turned sad.
“I’m taking him to Eli,” I said before she could speak.
“He is gone, Clare,” the historian said.
“No!” My voice was sharp, full of purpose.
I focused on the dark in preparation to take Daniel to the camp. Eli would fix him. He had brought me back from the brink of death after I had been shot. He could do it with Daniel. Daniel was stronger – a fighter. He would never just leave me. Daniel always found his way back to me.
“Clare…let him rest.”
The historian put her hand on my shoulder. Her touch was compassionate, warm and surprisingly feminine. It was the touch of sorrow. I felt the tears form in my eyes.
“No…” I said more softly.
“I’m sorry,” she said.
My hands were still holding the wound in Daniel’s chest. They kept the blood at bay, but I could feel the truth of her words. His heart had stopped beating. He was gone. The cold emotion of loss was finding its way through my heart. Daniel had left me. My whole world had ended. I felt tears form and then start to drop on to Daniel’s body. They started out as regular tears, salty and fresh, but they changed as they fell down my face. The moisture turned warm and bright. The tears turned in to red diamonds before landing on Daniel’s chest.
My weeping was uncontrollable. The diamonds piled high.
Daniel was gone.
My life would never be the same.
I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think.
I wept and wept.
He couldn’t be gone. Daniel, my best friend, the only person who really ever understood me…he couldn’t just leave…he wouldn’t.
The pressure in my chest was too much. I was going to explode from the build-up of emotion.
The red of my tears filled the wound in his chest. For the first time since he had changed, Daniel bled red. The light of the diamonds filled my eyes with its sparkle. Looking at it, an idea formed. I had brought Anna back with nothing more than a cut and forgiveness. Could I bring Daniel back as well? I had to try.
Without thinking about it, I picked up the sword that had so recently been in Daniel’s chest and moved my hand across its sharp surface. A large gash appeared along the length of my hand. I moved my hand to the wound on Daniel’s chest and let the blood drip down on top of the diamonds, on top of the wound. The sound of my red blood dripping was incredibly loud to my alert ears. Every drop was a drop of hope. I willed the blood to bring him back to me. I willed Daniel to come back.
The historian was not as hopeful.
“Clare, your gift for changing people only works if they have not been taken…”
“No one understands my gift,” I said harshly. “Not even you.”
She sighed but didn’t say anything in response. She allowed me my moment of hope. I waited and I waited. Nothing happened. He remained motionless on the floor; his eyes stared at the ceiling, the light gone from his face. With each passing second, my hope dwindled. The historian was right. He was not coming back. I felt a new wave of grief take over. It was grief without hope, without emotion. It was deadening. There was nothing left of me but my body. My mind had left with Daniel. I was empty.
I took Daniel’s hand in mine being careful to not look at the ring he had given me; it was just a reminder of a broken promise. I sat without moving, a statue of pain and suffering. Finally, the historian spoke again. I wasn’t sure if five minutes had passed or four thousand. I didn’t really care.
“Your friends are here,” she said, her voice coming to me from what felt like a very long distance.
I didn’t move. The fact that I still had friends was meaningless. I wanted Daniel back. I wanted my best friend.
I felt it when Alex walked in to the room, however. She was the first inside the cave. She was quickly followed by Reaper, Margaret, Jackson, Spider, Eli and Serenity. Alex’s shock linked the space between us. It was overwhelmingly complete; it reaffirmed the pain in my chest. It sent ripples of awareness though my body. The pain of losing Daniel went beyond me. Alex set her shock and pain aside and moved to comfort me. She knelt down and put her arms around my shoulders. She wept, as she did her best to comfort me. Her tears released me. More tears fell at her touch – human tears. They slid down my face and made the world smell of salty despair.
“I want him back,” I whispered to her. “I would do anything to bring him back.”
My necklace burned with the words. My ring remained icy cold. There was no one to bind me to any longer. The ring had died with Daniel. I hated the warmth of the necklace. It was just proof of what I had lost.
“I know,” Alex replied, holding me tighter.
I felt the grief of the others surround me. I heard Reaper step away from the group and move back outside. His gait was unsteady as he walked – he was bowed down by the weight of his grief. His oldest friend was gone. Margaret and Jackson were in shock. They had never thought Daniel would be taken.
How would I tell Han and Beatrice? How to let them know I had failed to protect their son… I was supposed to be the most powerful Watcher in the world– if the prophecy Odette had seen was correct – and I had failed to protect him. I was not so powerful after all. At least I had killed Daniel’s killer. I could take them that, however fleeting the satisfaction of that truth.
I put my hand to the burning necklace as I thought of the weight of the truth on my shoulders. Its strange pulse sent shockwaves of energy through my body. For some reason, I felt as if it was trying to get my attention. The moment I put my hand on it, I heard a vaguely familiar voice. It was a choral voice, mixed in with a more masculine voice. The masculine voice was a voice from my dreams. It was a voice of comfort.
Get ready.
The voice left certainty in my stomach. Something was about to happen.
I turned back to the others. They had gathered around Daniel. Spider was weeping openly. He held on to Daniel’s left hand, his eyes shining with his tears. His mind was struggling to keep up his mental shield. His emotions made focusing difficult. Words of guilt penetrated my mind – he felt guilty about Daniel’s death. The others were in various states of grief. Margaret and Jackson held each other as they looked at Daniel. Serenity’s golden eyes were full of shock – she had finally found a situation where she couldn’t hide her emotions. I realized, as I looked in to her eyes, that a part of her had always loved Daniel, more than she had let on. In that moment, I trusted her more than I had ever trusted her before. She had never wanted to see Daniel hurt; her love for him was stronger than her feelings of duty. There was also guilt. She felt she could have prevented the death. Eli was the only one who held reserved sadness. It was sadness for a death, but not sadness for the death of a friend. He had never known Daniel, beyond what I had told him. Reaper was still outside. He was dealing with his grief in private. I didn’t know where the historian had gone. She was nowhere to be seen.
For the first time, I realized we were next to Farrah’s rose. The case had been shattered and the rose petals were scattered around Daniel’s unmoving body. The white and the red created a strange shroud around Daniel. I ignored the destruction and focused on the truth I felt in my gut.
“Step back,” I told my friends.
They looked at me in shock. They could not understand why I would force them away from Daniel. They wanted a moment to say ‘goodbye.’ They wanted a moment to come to terms with their grief.
“Step back!” I said more urgently.
They moved back. It was not just my warning that made them finally listen. Daniel’s body had started to convulse. He shook against the floor, causing cracks in the stone. The movement was similar to a person being electrocuted. It was violent and uncontrollable. His eyes closed with the movement; his face contorted with the pain.
After a moment of shaking, he stopped moving again. His body was silent for a brief moment then he jumped up, as if forces beyond his control urged him to move to his feet. His eyes finally opened. They were green and perfect, just the way I remembered them. He looked confused, though. He was unsteady, without focus. The confusion and the green of his eyes did not last long. In the next instant, the green turned to white, and his whole body started to shake in a much different way.
Bone-crunching sounds filled the air. His face moved and distorted. The bones rearranged themselves under his skin. Pop! Pop! Pop! Bones realigned themselves to a more canine frame. His soft skin turned scaly and black. The scales were razor sharp. His clothes ripped to pieces as his arms and legs grew beyond the limitations of the soft fabrics. He grew larger with the change. The sound of bones crunching continued to fill the space. Finally, everything went quiet. The whole change took thirty seconds.
He was a Nightstalker.
He stood at least nine-feet tall. His eyes shone with the milky white color and drool dripped from his mouth on to the stone, causing acid burns to form. A deep growl sounded from his throat. It was guttural – it was angry.
His eyes focused on me.
I actually took a step back out of fear. There was just so much hate there, so much unchained emotion. His muscles shifted and, in a flash, he jumped toward me. He tackled me, his claws digging in to my skin. I kicked him off me on instinct. He hit the ground behind me with a roll. More stone cracked with his fall. Instead of turning to finish the fight, he ran out of the hole the Seekers had blasted in the wall. His focus was only forward. His sharp nails carried him out of sight quicker than I thought possible.
I moved to the door, to follow his course, and saw that Reaper was on the ground. He looked shocked but unharmed. He had moved out of Daniel’s way in time to prevent a fight. He looked at me for an explanation. I could not give him one. I was too focused on the feeling of Daniel. He was running toward the north – he was getting further away as I watched. I could not let him go. I started to move toward the stairs, prepared to run for as long as necessary, but Alex had reached me. She put a hand on my arm to stop me.
“Let me do it,” she said.
I looked at her with ‘no’ written across my face.
“I can catch him faster than you can,” she added. “Trust me?”
Her words were logical. She was uniquely able to catch him – her ability to change made it possible. And I did trust her.
I nodded, and her blue eyes turned steely. She stepped out of the cave and on to the ledge that separated her from the stairs. Reaper looked between us with dawning awareness of the situation. Our actions were giving him an explanation. He knew the Nightstalker was Daniel. Alex rolled her shoulders once and took a deep breath. Then, without warning, her whole body expanded and shifted. Her change was much quicker than Daniel’s change had been – it only took her two seconds to switch from girl to beast. It was obvious she had been practicing without my knowledge; she had worked hard to learn control. It was what she had been doing while I had been training with the historian.
She looked back at me, her milky white eyes reflecting a promise to find Daniel. She inhaled deeply, taking in Daniel’s scent, then took off running. She jumped across the buildings and made her way north without any hesitation.
As soon as she was gone, I leaned against the outside wall of the cave and sighed. I touched my necklace, wondering at the voice I had heard. Where had the warning to move come from? And why had both voices sounded so familiar? When my hand connected to the diamond, I heard the voice for a second time.
It is settled.
The words left me with a strange feeling of regret.
 




Chapter 19
 

“What just happened?” Reaper asked around the strange voice and the regret in my gut.
“I’m not really sure,” I admitted.
I felt a sharp pain in my body at my words. I looked down and realized the daggers were still in my stomach and legs. The adrenaline was gone. I had nothing but pain.
“Was that Daniel?” Reaper asked me.
“Yes,” I replied.
“Did you change him?” he asked.
That part was confusing me. Daniel had been gone. My blood had changed him, but I was not sure that I had brought him back. The voices convinced me I had not been responsible.
“I think so…” I said. “But he was gone…I don’t know what brought him back.”
“And you think Alex will catch him?” Reaper asked.
I pulled the daggers out of my stomach and leg. Reaper flinched as I did. It was as if he could feel my pain. I threw the knives to the ground and looked up at him. He looked surprised by my casual way of pulling out the knives.
“Yes,” I replied.
I focused on Reaper’s face. I realized that it was strange that he and the others had come to find us. I could tell from the position of the sun, only a half hour had passed since we had arrived. Reaper had not expected us back for hours. I ignored the expression on his face and focused on the question.
“What are you doing here anyways?” I asked.
“Alex was in a panic,” Reaper replied. “She said she felt something was wrong. We had to find you…so we did. The others wouldn’t be left behind.”
“Oh,” I said.
I looked over my shoulder and saw the others were listening in on our conversation. I gestured for them to join us. Their stares were strangely fearful. I was not sure where the fear came from. I was not eager to ask.
“Daniel died…” Jackson said. “I should have been here to protect him.”
“It was my fault,” Serenity added. “I thought if I followed Odette’s orders, followed you to New York, I would prevent everything that is happening now. I would prevent the explosions, the chaos…everything. I was wrong. I should have told you, so you could be prepared.”
“No, it’s my fault,” Spider said. “Odette told me he would die, and I did nothing to prevent it.”
We all stared at him. Our expressions demanded an explanation. Spider gave in to the explanation.
“When I met with her in private, Odette told me that Daniel was my brother,” Spider said. “In the same breath she said I would lose a brother before the fight with Marcus was through.”
“Daniel’s your brother?” I asked.
“According to her,” Spider replied.
“I thought you knew your father,” I said.
“He must have lied…or else my mother did,” Spider said. “Odette said she had no doubt. I’ve been around a lot of liars, and I could tell she was telling the truth.”
“Why didn’t you say something?” I asked.
“I was afraid he would hate me,” Spider said. “It’s not exactly an easy thing to hear that one of your parents got busy with another woman a hundred years after abandoning you to the streets.”
His eyes flicked to Eli for another explanation. Spider had been afraid that Daniel would choose to abandon him, as Eli had abandoned all of the kids. He was afraid to put his emotions out there and trust in a brother for the second time.
“He would never hate you,” I said. “Daniel isn’t like that.”
Spider’s face was dominated by guilt.
“He might now,” Spider said. “I should have warned him.”
“Maybe, maybe not,” I said. “Warning him wouldn’t have stopped him from continuing to fight. He wouldn’t have taken the warning seriously, considering it originated with Odette.”
“I…” Spider’s voice trailed away.
I knew it would take more than my words to convince him of the truth. Daniel and Spider would have to talk…when Alex caught him.
“Where did the historian go?” I asked after a brief pause of silence in which we all tried to come to terms with the present state of events. “Did she leave?”
It wouldn’t surprise me if she had. She was so strange, so hard to get a read on. She made her own path and being attacked might have made her feel as if it was time to move on from the home she had formed. She survived by knowing when it was time to leave.
“I didn’t see her come out,” Reaper said.
That didn’t mean much. She could have easily gotten around him without being seen.
“I am here,” the historian said.
I turned back. She was framed by the entrance of the cave. She had the sword I had brought her in one hand and a high-powered rifle in the other. The expression on her face was one of cold anger. My eyes lingered on the weapons.
“Are you okay?” I asked her.
She thought carefully about her response before she replied.
“I must admit that I have justified many things under the guise of wanting peace and quiet. I have stayed here in the shadows, killing any who would dare seek me out. The truth is that I have hidden from my duties for far too long. The time now is to fight. I had worried you were not the proper side to stand on. I trained you in hope that I would figure out your true nature. I have, and I wish to join your fight. And I wish to give you something to help you in your cause.”
“What?” I asked.
The historian gestured us to follow her. She moved to the side of the cave where her books were kept, only the wall was no longer there. It was pushed to the side and a dark cavern filled the space. I stepped closer and saw that the cavern was a hundred times the size of her living space. Inside was a large collection of swords and armor. They were all made of silver. Their glittering ranks were highlighted by torches spaced at regular intervals. I felt my jaw drop. Where had she gotten so many weapons?
“You did not think I lived in a mine for the scenery, did you?” the historian asked me. “I wanted the silver to make weapons. I knew this day would come.”
It was proof she had been more prepared for my arrival than I had thought. It was possible she had let me live, knowing who I was and what it meant for the future. The historian always took the long view – she had no choice when her world was so dominated by history. That fact resonated. I remembered the picture we had found in my house and the fact that I had not gotten the chance to show it to her. It was question she might be able to answer.
“Do you know why Marcus came to you really?” I asked. “Do you know what he is hunting?”
“Beyond you?” the historian replied.
“Yes,” I said.
Her multi-colored eyes were strangely afraid.
“A sword,” she replied.
“What does it do?” I asked.
She sighed. Her expression had turned enigmatic.
“Everything,” the historian replied.
“Care to be more specific?” I asked.
“The sword was forged out of the pit of hell with the blood of one of the holiest of angels. It grants the owner eternal life, power, and control over the very fabric of the world. Its powers go beyond that. It was hidden after the first unmaking by your ancestors. This was centuries even before Farrah was born. It was always her task to protect it from the world. It was something that not even her brothers knew about.”
“Why not destroy it?” I asked.
“Fear,” the historian replied. “The sword is not a typical sword. It gets in to your mind. The darkness it contains is strong. It was forged from the death of an angel. Its desire to unmake is stronger. Too, no one has discovered the truth of destroying it. Destroying it is not as easy as creating it.”
I was irritated.
“Wait – so, what you are saying is that Marcus has spent years hunting me down just for a sword?” I asked.
“You misunderstand the purpose of the sword. You are thinking of it in too literal a way,” the historian said. “Have you ever heard of the legend of Gog and Magog?”
“No…” I said.
“There are many versions of the pair, but the truth is that they are words used to describe the two sides of the unmaking. The sword is known as Gog and the being that controls it is called Magog. When the sword has a welder, they become fused as one being – a being focused on unraveling the world as we know it. The bearer is granted unlimited power for helping the sword with its ultimate purpose.”
“He would have to know where the sword was buried though, right?” I asked. “You said it has been centuries…”
The historian nodded in agreement.
“He would have to know where it is buried…and he does. My advice helped him unlock the truth. Marcus went to Israel to uncover Farrah’s city. It was covered in the flood, but it has not been destroyed. The sword is there…waiting.”
“The sword can only be unlocked by Clare,” Reaper said. “So why dig to it if he can’t get it out?”
The historian sighed – she was fully aware of how I would take the next piece of information.
“The stories say that the sword responds to war and death,” the historian said. “It seeks the light in such troubled times. Marcus seeks to draw it out with the chaos and the fear that is spreading. I can feel it working. The sword is waking up.”
“So, instead of using me to get it out, he is trying to use murder and mayhem to ‘wake it up’?” I asked.
“Yes,” the historian replied. “And he will succeed. You should also know that it does not strictly say that a Michaels with Watcher blood has to get the sword out. Anyone of your bloodline will do. With the sword seeking light, a lesser being would work.”
“I’m glad I got Ellen when I did, then,” I replied. “He won’t be able to use her.”
“But why would Marcus stay so focused on Clare if that was the case?” Jackson asked. “If any Michael would do, why not just use her grandfather to get it out?”
“There are many reasons,” the historian replied. “Odette’s prophecy is one reason. And because Clare has moved beyond the prophecy – she is evolution of our kind. She can change Watchers – she moved beyond the limitation of all the expectations. He would not be able to resist that. With Clare’s help, he could overcome even the sword’s pull. He could master…everything.”
“Is that the real reason Cobb wanted my blood?” I asked. “Because they thought it would help him get the sword out?”
“It is possible,” the historian replied. “Or else they were seeking to see what you were capable of.”
“Do you know how long we have until all his chaos works and the sword wakes up from its nap?” I asked.
“Not long,” the historian said. “People’s fear is palpable. We all respond to it. The sword even more so.”
“We should move quickly then,” Reaper said. “We should attack Marcus as soon as we can.”
“Yeah,” I agreed.
Reaper looked at the historian.
“These weapons will help,” Reaper told the historian. “And we are, of course, honored you would choice to join us in the fight.”
The historian nodded politely. Reaper was still all business.
“Sara should be back in an hour to pick us up. I’ll have her and Shawn start ferrying these swords to our camp.”
“I’m going to keep an eye out for Daniel and Alex,” I said.
Reaper nodded. He had expected as much. He started giving the others orders; I saw his mind working overtime to come to terms with the information the historian had given us.
We finally had an explanation for Marcus’ actions. We knew what he was after, and why he was determined to spread chaos. The virus, the fear...it all held a larger purpose: The sword. Marcus was letting the sword respond to the destruction, to make his task of getting it easier. There was nothing left but the act of attacking Marcus.
As I left, the historian moved over to the white rose that had fallen during the fight. She bent down and picked up one of the petals, a curious expression of understanding dominating her face. Her hands then moved to the red diamonds I had cried when I had lost Daniel – two beautiful, sad, reminders of my time of woe.
Spider followed me out of the cave. I accepted his company without comment. We walked back down the trail to the house we had repaired. Spider had trouble in the snow, but my hand on his elbow kept him from falling. We sat on the steps of the porch and waited for signs of Alex and Daniel’s return. It took me a moment to realize that Spider was shivering in the cold. Not feeling the cold made me forget he could still feel it. Remembering our belongings in the house, I went inside to get him a coat. I grabbed one from his room then went to the room I had shared with Daniel. It was dark and cold but my things were still there. The guitar was in the corner, the book was on the bed. A duffle bag of both Daniel and my clothes sat in the corner, messy and unkempt. I grabbed the book and the guitar, as well as the clothes and moved to Alex’s room. I grabbed her bag of clothes as well, knowing she would need them when she got back. I took all of our things downstairs and sat them on the porch next to Spider. Spider pulled on the jacket gratefully and tucked his hands under his armpits to keep them warm.
“You know what I loved about New Orleans?” he asked me.
“What?” I asked.
“Sunshine and warmth…no snow…ever. It was awesome. A boy could live outside without the worry of freezing to death.”
“Clouds and snow have their appeal as well,” I said.
“That’s because you like to dwell on things,” Spider said. “Dwellers always like cloud cover. It’s written in to their DNA.”
“That’s an interesting theory,” I said.
“I thought so…” Spider replied.
He sighed and looked up at the swirling clouds thoughtfully; he was in the middle of his own ‘dwelling.’ Thoughts so intense I did not dare ask what he was thinking about circled his brain. I was too preoccupied with my own dwelling.
“When I met you, I never thought I would be going to war with you,” Spider finally said.
“Life is funny that way,” I said.
“You’re not going to leave me out of the fight with Marcus, are you?” Spider asked.
“It’s war, Spider. It’s not breaking in to someone’s house to steal a silver spoon.”
“Or chemical equations that cause a super virus?” he asked.
“Or that,” I replied.
“I’m as much a part of this as you are,” Spider said.
“I know,” I replied. “The planning won’t all be up to me, though. I don’t know how much say I’ll have.”
“But you’re the one everyone will be looking to for leadership,” he pointed out.
“That’s ridiculous,” I scoffed.
“Is it?” he asked.
“People will look to Reaper and the others for that,” I said. “Not me.”
“Clare, don’t you think it’s time you got real?” Spider asked. “Accept the truth…They will look to Reaper for a plan, but they will look to you as a symbol of hope. The sooner you accept that, the sooner you will get used to the fact that it is necessary. People need the hope to face what they are about to face.”
His words were wise above his years. I also knew they true. I felt the truth settle in to my chest.
“Spider – kid – you talk too much,” I said.
“Don’t hate me for being right, doll. Hate me because I’m beautiful,” Spider said.
I laughed at his words. He smiled. His smile turned in to a frown as he noticed something. He pointed at the horizon, his frown growing in to fear.
“Look!”
I followed his gaze. The reason for his fear was immediately made obvious. The horizon had filled up with Nightstalkers. There were a thousand, easy. Many of them had made it to the valley floor, but others were still crossing the mountains. They moved faster and more fluidly than any Watcher I had ever seen; the terrain was not the challenge it would have been for me. My eyesight let me see more details than Spider. Those details calmed me.
At the head of the pack, I saw a Nightstalker with white eyes. The shape and size was familiar. Alex was back. I did not see Daniel among the many forms, but that might have only been because there were so many other Nightstalkers dominating the landscape. I could feel him close, however. He was near. She had found him.
“Are they…from Marcus?” Spider asked.
“I don’t think so…” I replied.
“Alex?” he asked.
“Yeah…but I’m not sure what’s going on. Maybe you should wait inside,” I said.
“Not a chance,” he replied.
I shrugged in acceptance of his choice and walked out to meet the Nightstalkers. Alex saw me and ran ahead of the others. When she reached me, she came to a sliding stop in front of me. She didn’t change back – I sensed a certain tension in her as she looked at me. The others were not enemies, but they were not exactly friends either. I put out my hand to talk with her. Her snout touched my hand with a gentle bump.
I found him, she said before I could ask. The others are bringing him.
What’s going? I asked. Where did all these Nightstalkers come from?
They were headed this way, apparently, Alex thought. I ran in to them on the other side of the mountain. They helped me get Daniel before he hurt someone. Some of them are the Nightstalkers we rescued in Alaska…the others are from all over the world, really. There’s someone you should probably talk to.
Who?
The others reached us. The crowd of Nightstalkers parted, and I saw Daniel. He was being drug along the ground by five Nightstalkers holding heavy silver chains in their mouths. He fought against the chains with tooth and claw, but he was too securely wrapped up to escape. When he saw me, there was no recognition in his eyes. I was just another threat in a sea of threats.
“Release him!” I said.
No one moved.
I ran over to him and put my hands on the chains. I started unwinding them from his scaly body. The Nightstalkers holding him tried to growl around the chains in their mouths. As I moved, a voice penetrated the warning growls of the others.
“I wouldn’t do that, if I were you,” a woman said.
I turned and saw someone I had thought I would never see again.
Anna, her red hair a brilliant beacon against the blanket of white snow was standing next to a large Nightstalker. Her hand was on the Nightstalker’s forearm in a gesture of surprising intimacy. She was naked but her nakedness was the least of her concerns. She did not seem even to register it. Her black eyes were focused on my face. In her eyes, I saw another level of intimacy. It was the intimacy of the experience we had shared.
“He is out of control. You need to wait for him to calm down,” Anna added.
I was shocked to see her. My heartbeat increased to an almost human level. I searched for the proper way to express my feelings on what had happened the night we had killed Lorian. I had changed her without meaning to – I had given her the ability to change in to a Nightstalker. I had thought she would hate me for that. The expression on her face suggested anything but hate. She actually looked happy. It was strange to see such a hardened killer – one of Lorian’s top soldiers – look so pleased in a time when there was not violence to be had.
She saw the apology, the explanation forming on my lips. She held up her hand.
“There’s no need,” Anna said. “You saved my life when you changed me. Not only that, but you gave me back the love of my life.”
She caressed the Nightstalker she was touching.
At the caress, I realized I recognized the Nightstalker she was touching. He was the same Nightstalker who had helped me escape Lorian’s prison. We had become allies in our escape. I had ridden on his back to freedom. He was the reason she had turned against Lorian? The reason she wanted to forget her life entirely? I had been more connected to their love story than I had thought.
The realization was not as important as the sight of Daniel struggling against the chains. My hands were still on the heavy silver; they hovered across his thrashing body. I wanted to free him from the chains, but the logical part of me told me he had been imprisoned for a reason. Alex would not have let them chain him if it was not necessary. If I freed him, he would hurt someone – or himself.
I abandoned the chains and put my hand on his side. The scales were a world of difference from the snowy white skin I was used to feeling. The scales threatened to cut in to my skin as he moved. His breathing was heavy as he struggled against the silver – his eyes were wide with his anger. Despite the animalistic way he was responding to the present, I could sense Daniel beneath the change. He was still there – he was fighting to get out. I opened my mind and tried to find a way through to his.
Stepping in to his mind was like stepping in to a fire. It burned in a chaotic rhythm. Luckily, I was not afraid of fire.
I made my way through the chaos of his violent thoughts, searching for the part of Daniel that was aware under the hatred, rage and utter abandonment of reason. As I worked, I felt his brain trying to attack mine. I was an invader in his space; he would make me pay for the attack. The weight of his mind threatened to crush me. For the first time since the change, I did not fight the full expanse of my mind. I pressed down on him with my mind, urging him to obey my control for the time being. I was there to help, not hurt. The attacks stopped as my mind crushed his. He retreated back. I let up some of the pressure and started throwing images of us in to his mind. Images of the times we had shared and our love. A dawning of awareness started at the back of his mind. Daniel started clawing his way out of the darkness of the rage. The anger gave way to his awareness. He let go of the darkness.
As he did, his body started to shift and move again. The sound of bones popping filled the air again. The man emerged from the beast.
The chains dropped to the snow as Daniel reappeared in front of me. When he was fully changed, I dropped to my knees and hugged him. I did not think of my guilt or of my fear that he was changed forever by my actions. I was just glad he was back. I was glad I had not lost him.
Daniel struggled to catch up to what was going on. He blinked at me in confusion; his arms did not immediately move to hug me. The change had made him sluggish and confused. Part of him was trying to understand how he had gotten out to the snow. He did not understand. The past was a blur. The change was still fresh.
“Why are you crying?” he asked me.
“I’m happy,” I said, wiping at the tears.
“Shouldn’t you be smiling then?” he asked.
“A person can cry when they’re happy,” I said.
“You’re such a girl,” he teased me.
“Shut up,” I said.
He started laughing. I smiled at his laughter and felt the burden of his death lift. He was okay. He was not as changed as I had feared. I hugged him again. This time he hugged me just as tightly.
“You were gone,” I said.
“Was I?” he asked.
“Yeah,” I agreed.
“I had the strangest dream,” Daniel admitted.
“What?” I asked.
“There was a man,” Daniel said. “I think he might have been one of the fallen. He had grey eyes and the kindest face I have ever seen. He told me that we had to attack Marcus by tomorrow – that waiting any longer was dangerous. He said that when I got back to give you his love. He called himself Farris…Then, in the dream, I saw another angel with a blindfold. He talked to her for a minute about a bargain of some kind. Farris said I had to go back. It was time. The second angel touched me on the forehead. Then I woke up here.”
“Farris?” I asked. “As in Ferris Buelller?”
“I told you, it was a strange dream,” he said.
“Are you mad at me?” I asked.
“For what?”
“For being the reason you changed in to a Nightstalker,” I said. “You’ve spent so long fearing it…and I just... I’m the reason you saw yourself changing…Me. Not you. It was my fault all along.”
Daniel’s smile was gentle and warm, but he couldn’t hide his fear. I sensed him battling a new demon that was directly related to the change. He feared the change, but he knew what I had done was not something he regretted. He was glad to be alive – he was glad we had not been separated.
“I don’t blame you,” he said. “It’s going to take some getting used to, of course, but I’m glad that I’m not…”
“Dead,” Spider provided.
“Yes,” Daniel agreed, looking beyond me to where the boy was hovering as far from the Nightstalkers as he could get, while still being close to us.
Daniel finally noticed the Nightstalkers around us. Tension filled his body. His last moments of life had been focused in violence; he expected more of the same from the Nightstalkers. His body was coiled and alert. I hoped it would not mean another change. My touch soothed his senses. He relaxed only slightly. I held out my hand and helped him stand. He stood slowly, his normal grace momentarily replaced by unsteadiness. He leaned on me – I liked the feeling.
Daniel finally saw Anna, and his eyes widened. He couldn’t understand where she had come from. I shared what had happened with him through our touch. When I was finished telling him, he turned to Alex, who was still hovering in Nightstalker form.
“Thanks for looking out for me,” Daniel said.
Alex gave a low whine. Spider had a different emotion. His face was pained.
“I know this is a happy moment, where we all feel glad you’re not dead, but, dude, do you think you could find something to cover your junk with?” Spider asked.
Daniel looked down and realized for the first time he was naked.
“Oh,” he said.
Alex made another sound of comfort and trotted her way toward the house. As she moved, the Nightstalker Alex disappeared and the girl returned. Spider turned to look, but I turned his head back to face me instead. My glare told him not to look, if he knew what was good for him. Alex did not take long to dress. When she was clothed again, she brought Daniel a change of clothes. He took them gratefully. Alex helpfully held out a pair of pants and shirt to Anna. Anna looked at them as if she had never seen clothes before. It was apparent she did not feel the need to dress just because of us.
“I have no intention of staying in this form for long,” Anna said. Her dark eyes focused on me again. “I am sure you are wondering what I am doing here.”
“Yeah, it crossed my mind,” I said.
“We have come to join your fight with Marcus,” Anna said.
“How’d you know about that?” I asked.
“We may be animals, but we are far from stupid,” Anna said. “Word gets around, even for our kind. You plan to attack Marcus. We want to help. We have traveled all this way to seek you out.”
“But why?” I asked. “I don’t mean any disrespect, but most Nightstalkers I’ve seen are content to go their own way. They don’t get involved in battles just because they feel like being noble…they get involved because people like Marcus force them in to it…”
“All things change,” Anna said. “Even Watchers and Nightstalkers.”
“Is it just my imagination or have you gotten more Zen since I last saw you?” I asked.
“I suppose I have changed as well,” Anna said with a small smile. “Or, I should say, I’ve been changed.”
“Right…” I said.
I looked at Daniel and Alex. They were looking at Anna with distrust. Their memories were tainted by the fact that she had abducted me and sent me to hell, or as close to hell as I could get on earth. My own memories were similarly tainted. But I also had the final moments between changing her in to a Nightstalker and Lorian’s death. She had fought him with real emotion, had done her best to kill him. She really did love the Nightstalker next to her. She really had regretted her actions.
I was willing to bet that if I asked the historian she would say I was encountering an entirely unique event. The past had never seen this moment before. My decision had no precedent. With such a weight on my shoulders, I knew I had to find out more. I had to act with the future in mind.
“There has to be something you want in exchange for your help attacking Marcus,” I said.
“You might find it strange to know that you have already helped us,” Anna said. “The lines separating Nightstalker and Watcher are not as great as many of us have thought. There is a chance to lead good lives as Nightstalkers, lives not dominated by hate.”
“So nothing at all?” I asked.
Anna turned to look at the others. Some of the Nightstalkers were making low growling sounds to get her attention. They did not agree with her terms.
“Some of the others would like a promise that when we win the war with Marcus, we will be left alone. No one will come hunting for us; we can live in peace.”
“As long as you don’t harm innocent people unwarranted, we will have no reason to hunt you,” Daniel said.
“It’s a promise,” I said.
A low sound of approval went through their ranks.
“It kind of looks as if all the pieces are just falling in to place,” I said to no one in particular.
“Yeah, but for what?” Alex asked.
She had a point. It was impossible to tell if we were lining up to be slaughtered or lining up to stop Marcus. Both were a likely outcome. The idea reminded me of what had just happened…the attack we had just lived through.
“We can’t stay here,” I told the group. “Marcus’ people have been here. He might send more. We can’t take the risk of a fight before we attack him.”
“We are willing to go wherever you have set up camp, provided we are given enough space – no prisons,” Anna said.
“That’s fair,” I said.
“We should talk to Reaper before we decide to take them to camp,” Daniel said. “He might want them closer to Israel. No sense in moving them twice.”
“He’s up at the cave now,” I said.
“Actually, he’s there,” Alex said.
Alex pointed behind me. Reaper was on the trail. He was alone, but unmistakable. It was impossible to miss his towering form, even in the snow that was drifting around us. He had come to meet Sara. He had not expected an army. His eyes widened when he saw us.
“Was there a party I didn’t get invited to?” he asked as he got closer.
“Always,” Daniel replied.
Some of the tension drained out of Reaper at Daniel’s response. Reaper smiled and put a brotherly hand on Daniel’s shoulder.
“I am glad you are safe,” Reaper said.
“Thanks,” Daniel replied.
“Don’t do it again,” Reaper commanded.
“I don’t plan on it…” Daniel said.
Reaper focused on Anna. He remembered the deal he had with her. More than a month separated us from the events at Lorian’s house, but Reaper was not one to back down from a deal once it was made.
“Have you returned to get your memory erased?” Reaper asked.
“No,” Anna said. “I’ve come to fight.”
“They all have,” I said.
“Really?” Reaper asked.
“Yes,” I said.
Reaper didn’t need the assurances I had needed. He welcomed the help. He spread his arms out to include all or the Nightstalkers in front of us.
“Welcome to the Saints, then,” he said. “And thank you.”
As one, the Nightstalkers let out a low growl that filled the valley floor. It was supposed to be comforting. Instead, it raised the hair on the back of my neck and forced me to resist the urge to get in a combative stance. Spider stepped closer to me at the sound. Anna’s face had found another smile – she was excited at the dawning violence.
Reaper and Daniel were focused on the steps ahead. The drama of the past hour receded to the necessary attention of the present.
“The fight is getting closer,” Daniel said. “I think we should plan on tomorrow.”
“I agree,” Reaper said. “Time is not on our side.”
“We were going to ask you where you want them,” Daniel said, gesturing at the Nightstalkers.
“Israel would be best,” Reaper said.
“We will need to scout a good area that they won’t be found,” Daniel said.
“You and Jackson would be the best suited to scout that out,” Reaper said. “I trust your assessment.”
“Then I’m going,” I said.
“Me, too,” Spider said.
“And me,” Alex said.
Reaper didn’t appear as if he wanted to argue with any of us. He was too distracted by what had to be done. Things were picking up pace. He had to act and react. Arguing just got in the way of that.
“Fine,” Reaper said. His eyes lingered on Alex. “Just...be careful.”
“We’ll try,” Daniel said dryly.
“Sara and Shawn will start ferrying the weapons the historian gave us back to the camp while you are out,” Reaper said. “When you get back, we will discuss attacking Marcus.”
“Okay,” Daniel said.
“Could you have Sara or Shawn take our stuff with them?” I asked, pointing back to the house. “And have one of them give the book to Ellen for me…”
“Yeah, sure,” Reaper agreed. “I’ll get Jackson for you,” he added.
Reaper turned around and went back up the trail, his step quicker now that he had a mission. Alex hugged Daniel the moment Reaper was gone. Her hug was fierce. She pulled away from him and put a threatening finger in his face.
“If you ever do that to Clare again, I will make you suffer!” she warned.
“Understood,” Daniel said, his boyish smile playing on his face.
“Good,” she replied.
Daniel’s smile grew. I had never felt so grateful for a smile in my entire life.
It didn’t take Reaper long to get Jackson, five minutes at the most. The others came with them. The historian was still carrying her sword and her rifle. Jackson was grinning from ear-to-ear. Margaret’s face gave away her relief; her violet eyes showed her happiness. The snow swirled around her with more force with her emotion. It gusted playfully, as if it were trying to get her to play a game of tag. I knew she was glad to see Daniel alive and well. Serenity was controlled; her joy was quiet and internal. The love I had seen in her eyes was repressed. Eli was unchanging.
Jackson slapped Daniel on the back happily.
“Knew you’d be back,” Jackson said proudly.
“I’m glad you were so certain,” Daniel said.
Margaret hugged him just as fiercely as Alex had. I could sense that her touch came with its own form of admonishment. She was chastising him for leaving us, for making us all worry. Daniel’s touch was reassuring. They did not share their emotions aloud.
“Are you ready?” Reaper asked.
“Yes,” I agreed.
I held out my hands to the others, in preparation for our journey to Israel.
“I am coming,” the historian said.
No one dared argue with her. No one was that stupid.
She grabbed my hand, and for the first time I was allowed in to her brain. It was an odd place. She thought like no one I had ever met, including Naomi. It was also the most overwhelming brain I had ever felt. I was glad she was on my side, instead of trying to crush me with the weight of her thoughts. She would win that battle. Her thoughts gave me a location without me asking for it. I acknowledged the thoughts and focused on the image. I pulled us all in to the world of the darkness.
We were in a different part of the same desert we had found Preacher and King. A flat area stretched out around us. The mountains were to our right. Our area was a bit raised and backed by the mountains. It was perfect for a camp. Not only could we see who was coming, but we also had the high ground if Marcus discovered us prematurely.
“This area has changed,” the historian noted.
“How?” I asked.
The historian pointed at a mountain to our right.
“That mountain is much shorter than I remember.” Her eyes took in the horizon. “We should see if there are any worthwhile threats nearby. We do not want our allies to come across any surprises.”
“Spread out,” Daniel said, “But don’t wander too far.”
Daniel held out a hand to me, a clue that I was going to come with him. He was not eager to let me out of his sight. Spider joined us without asking. I knew the boy was working up the courage to tell Daniel the truth of their shared heritage. I left Spider to the secret he was keeping – it was his truth to tell. Alex and the historian went a different way while Margaret and Jackson went a third.
As we walked, I focused on our surroundings. I searched for hidden enemies. I stretched my mind out to feel if anyone was nearby. Again and again, I thought of the cave and what had happened. It was impossible to pretend as if it had not happened. Our luck had finally run out and Daniel had paid the consequence. I had thought we had more luck to spare – that we would always find a way out of trouble. The truth of Daniel’s death refuted that logic. How much ‘luck’ would it take to stop Marcus? Had we used it all up?
“What was it like?” I asked after a moment, to get my mind off Marcus.
“What?” Daniel asked.
“The change into a Nightstalker,” I said.
“Oh,” Daniel replied. “Blurry…there was so much anger. I can’t remember most of it.”
“Are you scared it will happen again?” I asked.
“Yes,” Daniel admitted. “But there are worse things.”
“Alex seems to be managing,” I pointed out. “Maybe she could help you.”
“I couldn’t think of a better person,” Daniel replied. He frowned as he too searched the rocky, sandy terrain of the desert. “Do you trust Anna’s offer to help?”
“Yes,” I replied.
“Why?” he asked.
I shrugged.
“I just do,” I said.
“The attack on Marcus will definitely be tomorrow,” Daniel said. “I’ve seen it.”
“Have you seen how it ends?” I asked.
“No,” Daniel admitted.
“Are we getting closer to your other vision?” I asked.
“The one where the world ends in a sea of darkness and suffering?” Daniel asked.
“Yeah, that would be the one,” I said.
“Yes,” Daniel replied. “Everything is falling in to place. Tomorrow will decide everything.”
“Everybody always talks about the world ending,” Spider said. “But is it really the world ending or just humanity? Cause, you know, the world probably wouldn’t care if we were gone.”
“That’s a bit grim,” Daniel said.
“Everyone gets all up in arms about the whole of humanity disappearing,” Spider said. “But what I care about saving is the people I know. The whole world is too difficult to try to save. I want to stop Marcus, because he puts people I care about at risk. It’s that simple. Why can’t that be our reason for going after him, instead of some prophecy crap?”
“It’s as good a reason as any,” Daniel said.
“I thought so,” Spider said. “And my way doesn’t make me all worried that the end of the world is gonna happen any second. It makes the weight of what we’re doing feel more manageable.”
“True,” Daniel agreed.
“Also, we’re brothers,” Spider added.
I almost laughed at Spider’s way of telling Daniel the truth. It was hard not to. He had purposefully led Daniel down one path, just to make the announcement causal…and infinitely more shocking.
“Well, that’s…” Daniel started to say.
Daniel stopped walking.
“What?!” he demanded.
“Brothers. Genetically similar. Same papa, different momma,” Spider said. “You know what the word means, right?”
“I…uh, well, how do you know?” Daniel asked.
“Odette told me,” Spider said. “She said you would die. I’m sorry for not warning you.”
Daniel did not hear the apology. He turned and put his hands on Spider’s shoulders. He looked at Spider’s green eyes and his familiar features. Spider was Daniel as a boy – only Spider had softer angles to his face. Daniel ignored the fact that the truth had come from Odette and focused on the reality he could not deny. Spider looked too much like Daniel. Spider was his brother. When he realized the truth, Daniel smiled. He pulled Spider in to a hug. They shared a moment. For the first time, Spider was defenseless. He was happy and surprised at Daniel’s reaction; he was happy to have a brother. Finally, they broke apart. Spider was pleased, but he was not above teasing Daniel.
“Dude, that hug went on for a little too long,” Spider said. “People might talk.”
“Clare can’t talk – not intelligently, anyway,” Daniel said.
“Hey!” I said.
“See?” Daniel asked.
Spider nodded in agreement. “Good point.”
They shared a smile, and then they put the moment behind them. The change between them was palpable, though. I could feel them both coming to terms with the truth of their relationship. They would have to work on it, but it was the beginning of something that would last forever. I could tell that Daniel was overwhelmed with the idea of having a real brother – a brother of flesh and blood. It was similar to how I had felt when I had learned Ellen was pregnant. It changed everything.
Their happiness set a strange counterpoint to our task. Despite the strength of their emotion – and the consequent happiness it brought us all – the reality of searching for enemies in strange territory, so that we could get close enough to attack and kill Marcus, was not lost on me. We were about to start a fight we would not back down from.
It would decide the future of us all.
 




Chapter 20
 

It did not take us long to search the landscape. The biggest threat we encountered was sunburn. It was the perfect spot to start bringing Nightstalkers to Israel. I just hoped their natural urge to roam did not mean they wandered to close to Marcus’ stronghold. Someone would have to stay and keep them in check – as much as possible. Certain we had found our spot, we traveled back to the abandoned town.
Sara and Shawn were busy ferrying weapons and armor from the historian’s cave to the camp. Reaper was speaking with Anna, getting a handle on how the Nightstalkers could best help us. He did not even seem to realize she was naked – he was too focused on the task at hand to care. Serenity and Eli were nowhere to be seen. I figured Serenity had taken him back to camp – hanging around a group of Nightstalkers was not the best place for Eli. Reaper stopped talking with Anna when we appeared.
“Find a place?” Reaper asked.
“Yes,” Daniel replied.
Reaper’s eyes shifted to mine.
“Would you mind taking the Nightstalkers there?” he asked. “Sara and Shawn are busy right now.”
“I don’t mind,” I said.
“Anna and I were discussing it, and we’ve decided that we should probably have some of our people stay with them,” Reaper said. “Someone we trust who can liaise between the two groups. That way there will be no misunderstandings.”
“I’ll do it,” Alex said.
“Oh…” Reaper said.
Reaper’s eyes switched to hers. She obviously had not been his first choice. I could tell he was still trying to look after her, despite her choice of Eli having been apparently made. It was difficult for him to let go of the emotions, not as easy as he would like. Alex sensed his hesitation but misinterpreted it.
“Can you think of a better choice?” Alex demanded. “Can any of your people move between both forms? Do they have the history I have with the Saints? Do any of them not fear the Nightstalkers?”
“Daniel, apparently,” Reaper said.
“He can barely control it,” Alex said. “He won’t be able to control it for a while. I…can. I’m your girl.”
Reaper thought about it for a moment. Her words made sense. She was the perfect person we had for the job. The Nightstalkers would listen to her – they had respect for her. Even Anna seemed to respect Alex. She held our respect as well.
“Fine. But twenty of my best fighters go with you,” Reaper said.
“Fine,” she said.
“Fine,” he said.
“I guess we’re all fine, then,” I said. “Who is first?” I asked.
Anna and Alex both held out their hands to me. The Nightstalker Anna claimed was her love interest also touched my hand with his snout. Their choice made, I pulled them in to the darkness and beyond.
When we set down in Israel, Alex surprised me with the way she took control of the situation. She had a clear picture of how she wanted to use the land and there was argument as to who was in charge. Anna didn’t argue with her commands. She knew Alex was the proper one to lead them. Anna had more experience with one-on-one fights, but she did not hold Alex’s purpose.
Alex’s determination and willingness to fight and take up the role of leader was difficult for me to adjust to. Alex was no longer afraid; she had taken control of the change. She was confident. She knew her mission and was ready to fight defending it. It was the same steely confidence I had seen several times before, though admittedly in more minor ways. It was the determination that had dominated her features the night she had asked me to tell her the truth of my heritage. That determination would break mountains. I knew she would be able to handle herself…and the other Nightstalkers in her charge. Alex shifted forms before I left to collect the others. Her Nightstalker form would help her lead the others better than her human form.
I spent the rest of the night and morning taking the Nightstalkers to the place we had picked out. Many of them were uncomfortable with the idea of traveling so far, not trusting the means in which I conveyed them to Israel. But none of them tried to back down. They were brave; they were willing to fight.
Alex remained in control of the camp as more Nightstalkers appeared. She kept everyone organized and the camp from descending in to chaos. It was the most organized I had ever seen Nightstalkers.
When the last of the Nightstalkers were safely in Israel, Reaper took me back to camp, where he personally picked out twenty Watchers to join Alex. He gave them all the choice to stay or go, but none of them backed out. They knew Alex was in charge of the camp – they wanted to help her. Their affection for her outweighed their natural aversion to Nightstalkers. I could tell that they remained uncomfortable, however. They were used to fighting Nightstalkers, not depending on them as comrades in arms. After I had dropped the Watchers off with Alex, I went back to camp to find Daniel.
The camp was busy with the excitement of new weapons to play with and the news of the attack on the historian. They were also excited at the idea of the looming confrontation. Daniel was pacing in the middle of the platform. His eyebrows were furrowed as he paced. Reaper had his arms crossed; his eyebrows were also furrowed. The others were surrounding them, watching with increased worry.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
Daniel’s eyes brightened when he saw me, but his words were serious. He stopped pacing to talk to me.
“Spider finally picked up a station with his radio,” Daniel explained. “We found out that Marcus blowing up bombs in different cities had more purpose than we thought. The Chinese are blaming the Americans for the bombings. The Russian and Indians are taking sides with the Chinese. The Americans think it’s the Chinese…it’s turning in to a mess. A violent one if things continue.”
“I guess that’s the point,” I said.
Daniel sighed.
“Yeah,” Daniel said. “And there are already reports of people falling ill from a ‘mysterious disease.’ Bleeding from the eyes, mouth, nose and ears followed quickly by a painful death. Han and Beatrice’s timeframe of a week was optimistic.”
“Well, there is only way to make it stop,” I said.
“Right,” Daniel agreed.
“So, how are we going to get to Marcus?” I asked.
“We have a plan,” Daniel said.
“Care to share?” I asked.
“Each of us takes a group,” Daniel said, meaning Reaper’s ‘generals.’ “We keep direct control of our groups. That way we can respond to situations as they occur, and we won’t have to wait for Reaper to catch up to the situation.”
“Or you…” Reaper said.
“We use Preacher’s illusion to sneak up on them,” Daniel said. “We let the illusion fall, exposing my forces and Reaper’s. We charge. The others let the Seekers commit to fighting us. Let them dig in. Then Preacher, Jackson and Margaret join us. We let the Seekers think that’s it. Then, we add Moira, Sara and Shawn to the mix. Sara and Shawn can use their talent to throw in more chaos,” Daniel said. “They can walk anywhere in the battle, attack, then leave. Their purpose should be a more fluid one. Our attack will be more focused. Alex will be the last to join the party. The sight of the Nightstalkers should make many of them reconsider the fight. River will be on the mountain with a group. They’ll snipe from a distance…it’ll be their task to keep an eye on the entire battlefield.”
“Your plan is sound,” the historian said. “But you should also think about dividing their forces.”
“How?” Daniel asked.
“Clare showed an aptitude for moving rock when we were fighting those assassins,” the historian said. “She could do it again to break Marcus’ forces in two. It will help you fight their superior numbers.”
I thought over what she was suggesting. Could I manipulate the rock? I realized that the talent was still locked in my head. It would be an easy thing to focus on.
“I could do that,” I said.
“Good,” Daniel said. “Then you’ll be the last to attack. You’ll wait until everyone is fighting, then split open the ground. Make sure we’re out of the way though.”
“Margaret can help with the chaos as well,” Reaper said. “The more distractions the Seekers have, the better.”
Margaret’s grin was wicked.
“I can manage that,” Margaret said.
“I think we should have a group whose sole purpose is getting to Marcus,” I said.
“The whole point is to make Marcus come down and fight us,” Reaper said. “He has a whole army in his way. That’s why we are fighting.”
“With the army distracted, we could get through undetected,” I said. “It would save a lot of lives if we didn’t have to fight them all to get to Marcus. If he falls, the battle falls apart.”
Daniel and Reaper exchanged a look. Their looks suggested it would not be as easy as I was thinking. Their looks suggested that I was also right. If we could use the distraction of the battle to get to him…It would be dangerous for whoever went in, but it might work.
“That leaves the question of who goes in,” Reaper said.
“Me,” I said.
The others did not like my offer. They looked at me uncertainly. The only person who did not look at me with a mixture of fear and uncertainty was the historian. It was as if she had known I would be the one to meet Marcus. It was why she had trained me.
“Clare…” Daniel started to say.
“Don’t ‘Clare’ me,” I said. “It’s me he’s hunted. It’s me he’s included in his twisted vision. I have a right to face him down, to look him in the eyes and make him pay for what he’s done. I’ve earned that right.”
“She has a point,” Jackson said.
“Then I will go with you,” Daniel said.
“You know that’s not a good idea,” I said. “You are a leader, a fighter. People will be looking to you and Reaper on the battlefield. Your presence in the fight will help save lives.”
“But I want to be able to save yours,” Daniel replied.
“It has always been my role to face Marcus,” I said. “It has always been yours to fight the battle we’re about to face.”
“And where is this knowledge coming from?” Daniel asked.
“I don’t know…I don’t care. I just know I’m right,” I said.
Serenity stepped up. Her golden eyes were contemplating my idea.
“It is the best way,” Serenity said.
“Did Odette tell you that?” Daniel asked.
“No, my common sense,” Serenity replied. “If you are worried, send in a group with her. A small group that can watch her back and make sure she gets to Marcus.”
“Are you volunteering?” I asked.
“Yes,” Serenity replied.
“And me,” Eli said.
“And me,” the historian added.
Reaper eyed Daniel at the historian’s words. The historian’s confidence in me had increased his confidence that I was the best choice to face Marcus. They knew that if I failed, the historian would finish the task. They trusted her ability more than they trusted mine. I didn’t blame them. They were used to thinking of me as the old Clare…the girl who got abducted and struggled with her powers. They didn’t understand fully how I had changed.
“It could work,” Reaper said.
“Yeah…that’s what scares me,” Daniel said. “You do know what you’re saying, don’t you?” he asked me. “You are volunteering to purposefully hunt down and kill a man.”
“It’s not like I’m going to ambush him,” I said. “I’m going to fight him face-to-face. The better fighter will win. It’s no different than attacking his stronghold and fighting your way to his front door.”
“You are determined to do this?” Daniel asked.
“Yes,” I replied.
Daniel was not happy, but he was willing to trust in my determination and my skills. He had seen both firsthand. He trusted in them in ways the others did not. Perhaps, it was because our minds had been linked so often. He knew I would not fail – I would not give up until I did what was necessary.
“Alright,” Daniel finally said.
“I think around fifteen others will be the perfect size,” Serenity said.
“I’ll find you good fighters,” Reaper promised.
“Many of my people will wish to join us as well,” Serenity said.
Reaper and Daniel looked relieved at her words. While the Saints were trained and highly skilled, they were not on the same level as the soldiers trained by the nine. The nine were more selective about who they chose – which meant that many of their soldiers were more powerful as a rule.
I took a deep breath. Everything was settled. I had finally decided on my course of action. My course was in motion. I would fight Marcus. Tomorrow, I would see who the better fighter was.
The others started talking about strategy. The analytical part of my mind listened to their words, but the rest of me was a million miles away, or as close as Israel was currently to us. Despite my assurances to Daniel, I was worried. What if Marcus already had the sword? What if he was waiting for us to show up? What if I couldn’t win? What if we were throwing away the lives of good, decent Watchers for nothing? The weight of the questions was strong.
I had never felt so strange in my entire life. My life had never been so different from what I imagined it to be growing up.
I had gone from high school outcast to a leader in a rebellion, which was planning an attack on a well-armed fortress in the Israeli desert. The months that separated me from girl to leader did not feel very long. It wasn’t even a year. It was a year I would never forget; it was a year that had changed me forever.
The meeting finally broke up. Everybody went their own way, to organize, to get things ready. We were going to attack tomorrow, and there was still a lot to do. Daniel came over to me and put his hand in mine. He didn’t need me to say what was on my mind; he could tell from the expression on my face. He didn’t bring it up, however. He cocked his head to one side and gave me a funny look as the others left the platform.
“What?” I asked.
“I never did give you your birthday present,” he said.
“No…” I said.
“Still want it?” he asked.
“Depends,” I said.
“On what?”
“If it’s going to hurt,” I said.
“Why would it hurt?” he asked.
“Doesn’t everything eventually?” I asked.
“That’s ridiculous,” he said.
“True though,” I said.
“Come on,” Daniel said, tugging on my hand.
I followed him down the stairs and through the maze of people swirling on the forest floor. I saw the girl who could control the plants working her magic, creating more places for people to rest until the battle started. She waved at us as we passed. The plants seemed to wave with her. Whispers followed us; whispers of the coming fight. Everyone was excited – everyone was afraid. They had heard of my plan to fight Marcus. They were suddenly validated in their trust in me. Their trust was overwhelming.
Daniel led me away from the bustling activity to the more secluded part of the forest. When the loudest sounds were our feet against the earth and the insects humming, he stopped. A jaguar stepped out of the foliage at our arrival. It looked at us in cool indifference for a long moment then jumped up a tree. She settled on a branch and, ignoring us completely, closed her eyes.
“Is my birthday present a tree?” I asked, looking around.
Daniel pulled my left hand up to his mouth and kissed it. When his kiss was finished, he looked at the ring he had given to me with a strange light in his eyes.
“I was never clear what I meant when I gave you this ring, was I?” he asked.
“Not really,” I admitted.
“I want you to marry me,” he said.
My stomach clenched and butterflies filled the space in between. It was strange to have such a human reaction in such an inhuman body, but it was the reaction I had all the same. His words were so intense, so full of passion.
“For real?” I asked.
He laughed. “Of course.”
“Okay,” I said.
“Right now,” he commanded.
It was my turn to laugh.
“Don’t you need churches and people and things?” I asked.
“We have the trees, our friend the jaguar, and each other,” he pointed out.
I thought about it. I liked the idea. It was refreshing and honest.
“How does that work?” I asked.
He shrugged. “It just does.”
“Are you sure you’re not just trying to get out of paying for a gift?” I asked.
“You wouldn’t like me to spend money on a gift,” he pointed out.
I nodded in agreement.
“So…do we have to do anything special?” I asked.
Daniel thought about it. His eyes brightened.
“A promise,” he said.
“Sounds easy enough,” I said.
“Do you promise to be mine forever?” he asked.
I smiled. That was an easy promise to make.
“I really do,” I said. “Do you promise to be mine forever?”
“Forever and ever,” Daniel said.
My smile grew with his words. Daniel’s return smile was full of sweet grace. More, it was immaculate. The butterflies increased. Despite the untraditional approach, I felt married. Our lives would always be connected. I grabbed hold of his shirt and kissed him. His smile gave way to the kiss. Still kissing, we moved to the forest floor.
The night had faded back to dawn when we heard our names being called. Daniel and I had been talking about nothing, the first time since the change. He was holding me as we lay on the floor of the forest. He traced the design of the phoenix on my back with his finger as we talked. His touch was light and sweet, an exploratory thing. The moment was perfect and complete. There was nothing but the two of us, our love and the sleeping jaguar.
“What do they want now?” Daniel asked, not wanting the moment to end.
“We do have a war to start,” I said.
“True,” Daniel grumbled reluctantly.
Our names were called again, more forcefully. I sighed, and we hurried to get dressed and make our way back through the forest. Reaper was waiting for us at the roots of a massive tree. His expression melted from worry to relief when he saw us.
“Where were you?” he asked.
“Getting married,” I said.
“Oh,” Reaper said.
“Is it time?” I asked.
“Yes,” Reaper said. “The historian wants to see us before we leave.”
“Okay…” I said.
Reaper led the way through the forest. Daniel and I followed after him. The feeling of our shared bliss kept the darkness of where we were headed at bay. Perhaps that was what Daniel had intended when he took me to ‘get married.’
My friends were waiting on the platform. They were gathered in a semi-circle. King and River were holding hands directly in front of the stairs, while Jackson and Margaret were doing the same to their left. Sara and Shawn stood next to each other, their movements strangely similar as they shifted in anticipation. Moira was unmoving – as still as the trees surrounding her. Preacher was next to her, his scarred face a mask of tranquility. He alone saw what we were doing as holy; he had faith to guide him in our mission to stop Marcus. Serenity and Eli were there as well. Serenity was her normal composed self, though her eyes held a burning fire. She was ready to fight. Eli was as closed-off as ever.
Alex and the historian were the only ones missing from the group – Alex was busy in Israel, and I didn’t have a clue where the historian was, though she had to be nearby if she had called us together. I looked at the faces of my friends. I hadn’t known some of them for long, but I felt a bond that would withstand the test of time. We were in this together. Perhaps, we had always been in this together.
“Well,” I said. “What’s happening?”
“The historian said she would be back,” Jackson said.
“I am here,” the historian said.
We turned at the sound of her voice. She had followed our path up the stairs. In her arms was armor. Behind her were two others. They held armor as well. They looked intimidated to be so close to her. They looked even more afraid that she would kill them for doing something wrong.
“I made this armor for you,” the historian told us. “I just finished putting the last touches on it.”
“You made this armor last night?” River asked with a small disbelieving laugh.
The historian nodded. “Yes.”
The historian gestured the Watchers carrying the armor forward. They set the armor on the ground and then stepped away. They looked to the historian for what to do next. She ushered them away with a gesture. They hurried down the steps, their whispers of excitement trailing after them. The armor they had set down was beautiful; they were modern with classy, beautiful touches of antique. The armor would protect against gunshots as well as swords and would look good while doing it. The historian pointed out who got what armor. She was very specific.
“The armor will only fit the person I intended it for,” she explained.
I saw lots of color and bold designs – designs that fit the personalities of the person the armor was designed for. Jackson’s armor was bold and bulky. Margaret’s was light and elegant, with a design like storm clouds on the front. River’s was dark, with designs that hinted at water. Serenity’s armor was curvy and, somehow, seductive. Reaper’s armor was bright and utilitarian. The silver of it highlighted the silver of his eyes. Daniel’s was graceful and bold – just like him.
The historian gave the last set of armor to Moira – it was somehow…romantic in design. I remained armor-less. I looked at the historian curiously. Was she suddenly second-guessing my ability to kill Marcus? The answer was not what I was expecting. The historian stepped closer to me. Her lips lifted up in a strange smile.
“You will face Marcus. For such a task, you need an armor that will move as you move and will remind you of why you fight and what brought you to his door.”
The historian held out the armor she was carrying in her arms. I looked at it closely. I instantly felt a connection to the design. It was as if I had designed it and built, instead of her. There was a design of a silver vine on the front. Spaced at artistic intervals around the vines were red gems. Not just gems…diamonds. I recognized the diamonds. They were the ones I had cried for Daniel. The historian had put them in to the design of my armor. I took the armor from her and noticed that the diamonds were not the only thing she had included. On the interior of the armor were white rose petals. Farrah’s rose.
“Thank you,” I whispered.
“That’s not all,” the historian said.
She had been wearing the sword at her side. She took it off and handed it to me. I actually took a step back from what she was offering me.
“I can’t,” I refused the sword.
“You will,” the historian commanded.
She put the sword in my hand, not taking ‘no’ for an answer. The lettering on the sword lit up with my touch, as it had the first time I had touched it. It was bright red for a moment, before dying down again. The warm feeling of it in my hand was reassuring.
“I…” I started to say.
I realized I didn’t have a reply. The sword and the armor felt right. The only thing left was to get on with the fighting.
“Well, we should get this on, then get moving,” Reaper said, when it was obvious I couldn’t find the words. “We have a lot of people we need to move to Israel and less time to do it in.”
The others nodded in agreement. I was still focused on the historian. She had given me the tools to fight Marcus – in more ways than just armor and a sword. I could never repay her. She nodded as if she knew exactly what I was thinking. Her nod was comforting and reassuring.
The others were focused on putting on their new armor. They helped each other fasten the straps and settle the armor in place. The historian helped me put mine on. With her help, I was armored in no time. The feeling of the armor was not foreign. The weight was nothing on my body. I could move normally; I knew I would be able to fight Marcus. The historian moved to the others to help them. Soon, we were all outfitted in our new armor. As I looked at my friends, it was easy to feel the full weight of what we were about to do. It was also easy to feel out of place. I felt as if we had stepped in to another time where princes and lords fought epic battles. It was too much; I started laughing.
“What?” Daniel asked.
“Our lives are so weird,” I said.
“Yep,” Daniel agreed.
“Well, I think that’s about it,” Reaper said. “Everybody know what they are doing?”
Everyone nodded. It was time. We all knew it. We were all ready.
“Then there is nothing left but for us to get on with it,” Reaper said. “River, stay here and make sure everything is organized on this end.”
River nodded in agreement.
Reaper held out his hand to Sara. The others moved to her as well. I hesitated. There was still someone I had to say ‘goodbye’ to.
“I’ll be there in a minute,” I told them.
They looked at me with a question in their eyes, but they didn’t argue. Daniel’s expression told me he thought he might know the reason for my hesitation. It also asked if I wanted him to stay. I shook my head in a ‘no.’ He had things to do in Israel – he needed to be there for Reaper. My task was less immediate to the big picture. Daniel nodded, getting the message, and took hold of Sara’s hand. They disappeared. River and Shawn stayed, to begin preparing the others for the move to Israel. River was thinking two steps ahead, her mind flying over details. She had a whole army to prepare to send to Israel. It was no small task.
I realized all at once that the platform was surrounded. The Saints knew we were starting to move. They were prepared. They were all wearing their armor and had their weapons ready. They were just waiting for a sign that it was time. They were waiting for River. I looked at them. They were all eager; they were all ready. They knew what we were about to face. They were willing to face it as honestly and as bravely as they could. I felt moved by their actions. I knew it came at a price. I knew that we were about to face would be the scariest thing any of us would ever encounter. The words came to my lips without effort.
“I can tell you’re nervous,” I said to the watching crowd. “We’re about to do something no one has dared do before. We’re going to bring war to Marcus. His violence has been felt in all of your lives, directly or indirectly. He has hunted us all. His violence keeps us afraid. You all know the cost of letting him live. So, today, we will let him know that we are not okay with him ruining our lives. We’re going to show him that we do not appreciate his attempt at subduing us. Today, we will go stir up some epic-style trouble. Our way. He will regret the day he decided to mess with the Saints!”
I held up my sword as emphasis for the coming violence. The sound of their cheers startled the bugs and animals in to silence. They were riled up by my words. They were more than willing to stir up trouble – they were also more than capable. Their whole lives had been spent making mischief. They finally had a focus for the gifts of trouble making they had spent so long perfecting.
River and Shawn were staring at me. When I met River’s eyes, she smiled at me.
“I never thought I’d see the day,” River teased.
I smiled back and went in search of the reason I had stayed behind. As I did, I heard River start directing the others up to the platform to be taken to Israel by Shawn. The people clapped for me as I maneuvered my way around them. I smiled and accepted their cheers with a purposeful nod. Ellen and the others were on their platform. They knew something was going on, but they hadn’t heard my speech. They just knew that the others were worked up. Spider, Sprint and Ethan were missing from the group, but Han and Beatrice were sitting with Sam, Ellen and Naomi.
Ellen stood up the second she saw me. She didn’t need words to know I was leaving. My armor, my sword and certainly my face gave me away.
“Now?” Ellen asked.
I nodded.
“Be careful?” Ellen asked.
“More than careful…” I promised.
Ellen kissed me on the cheek. Then, she put her hand on my face.
“Get him,” Ellen said in a fierce voice.
“I will,” I promised.
I said goodbye to the others then let the pull of the coming fight direct me to the battle ahead of us.
 




Chapter 21
 

Grunting, sniffling, snarling and shifting filled the air as I landed. I had landed in the middle of the Nightstalker part of the camp. The Nightstalkers were moving in restless anticipation. When I landed, the Nightstalkers started shifting more eagerly. They could feel the coming storm. My appearance was proof that things were picking up speed.
I inhaled deeply and listened carefully for sounds of my friends over the more animal sounds surrounding me. Daniel’s voice was any easy draw. I headed in his direction. The Nightstalkers melted out of my way as I walked. Their low growls of greeting filled the air.
Finally, Daniel and the others came in to view. Daniel and Reaper were directing the Watchers who were landing at a steady rate via Shawn and Sara. The other ‘generals’ were around the camp, doing their best to prepare the Saints. I passed Alex, who was still in Nightstalker form. She was keeping the Nightstalkers in line as they waited for the word to move. Anna was next to her. I knew that the two of them together would be a force to be reckoned with. Alex gave a low roar of greeting as I passed. I put a hand on her side in greeting and moved to Daniel.
Daniel greeted me with a smile. He took my hand.
“Everything okay?” he asked.
I nodded.
“Not the sort of girl to make speeches and hold your sword in the air?” Daniel asked with a mocking grin.
“Heard about that?”
“Heard about it?” Daniel asked. “People can’t stop talking about it.”
“Well, they were all staring me. I had to say something,” I said.
“I know a part of you liked it,” Daniel replied. “But okay…”
Daniel took in the bustling activity. His eyes searched the crowd. The people around us were growing at a fast rate. Sara and Shawn were each bringing thirty people at a time. Despite the movement, Daniel was preoccupied with another truth.
“Just promise me no dangerous stunts,” Daniel said. “Promise me that.”
“I will try my very hardest,” I said. “Promise me you won’t leave me again.”
“I promise,” Daniel said.
“Good. Where’s my group?” I asked.
“They are at the other end of the camp. Farthest away from us,” Daniel said.
“Okay,” I said. “I’ll be there…good luck.”
Daniel smiled his boyish smile at me.
“Good hunting,” he replied.
He kissed me fiercely, a reminder to come back to him. Then he let me go. He moved back to Reaper, who was still focused on the others. Reaper nodded at me as I caught his eyes. His nod was full of determination. He would win the fight, no matter the cost. I smiled back and went in search of the Watchers I would be going in to battle with.
As I walked, my brain went through a slow process of letting the world I had known transform in to a world that included epic battles in distant places. It was changing gears to allow for the coming moments, hours, days…The old me moved over for the new me in a combination that was fierce and capable.
I passed many people I knew on my way to the farthest part of the camp – people I had laughed with and people I had only seen at a distance. They all stood respectfully as I passed.
Finally, I saw Serenity and Eli, as well as Fiona, the girl who could control plants, and Ileana and Mick. At the outskirts of the group of fifteen sat the historian. She was indifferent to the dirt on her clothes; she sat as if she were a tourist taking in the mountains. She looked unperturbed by the swirling sense of adventure surrounding the camp. There were others; people I recognized as some of Reaper’s best fighters and people we had rescued from the castle in Romania. They were casual as they waited for me. Their faces showed no fear – they were used to fights were the odds were weighted heavily against them. Many of them had spent decades running around the world for the nine, usually against larger enemies with even less odds of survival than the ones we were currently facing. I stopped in front of the group and eyed them. They were calm, certainly but that did not mean they did not hold a deeper fear. That did not mean they were not searching for a leader. I knew we were about to walk hip-deep in to danger together. I was not sure if I was the sort of the leader they needed, but I would do my best to pretend. Their courage might depend on how well I convinced them I was able to face down one of the scariest, most ruthless Watchers in the world. They had to trust in my ability if they were to fight beside me.
“I want to say ‘thanks’ for joining me in this,” I said. “Our task is probably the hardest, and I know you are well aware of the danger. Know that I will do my best to keep you from harm, and have no intention of risking your necks for something stupid…We will get Marcus. I promise.”
There were no cheers this time, just a cold fire that lit up their eyes. They were willing to fight to the death if it meant getting me to Marcus. It was something I was afraid of. It was something I would not be able to change.
I turned away from their hopeful, determined faces and looked out over the sea of humanity in front of me. The camp had grown a lot during the time it had taken me to walk to my group. There were more Saints than I had thought – the jungle had concealed our numbers. Reaper and River had saved many – had protected lives, despite the odds. How many would die? How many would live to see freedom found? How many would die never knowing that Marcus had won?
It was the first time I had ever considered the weight of so many lives on my shoulders and had felt the weight so severely. It was awareness that even the logical part of my brain could not shut down. I could not logic away the fear and the doubt.
As I tried to come to grips with that knowledge, the feeling of the people and Nightstalkers surrounding us shifted. I did not have to question ‘why’ for long. The shifting had one focus. I heard a voice call out over the people. It was Reaper. He was in front of the crowd – I couldn’t see him but there was no mistaking the sound of him.
“Let’s go cause some mischief!” he yelled in a voice that could be heard all across the field.
The people cheered and the Nightstalkers roared in response to his words.
Mischief, indeed.
There was a pause as Reaper prepared his people to start moving, then the crowd shifted and we started forward. As we walked, I felt the shimmering of Preacher’s illusion cover us. We would be nothing more than the desert to any who saw us from a distance. To those who saw us up close, well, it would be too late for them.
It did not take us long to make it to Marcus’ fortress, despite the distance. Our bodies were limitless – we could have walked a hundred times further and still felt refreshed and eager to fight.
The tower appeared in front of us. Even from the distance, I had no trouble taking in the details. It was a white tower, which was built in to the stone. The tower looked old and weathered with the ages. It made me wonder if Marcus had not discovered the tower, just as he had discovered my family history. The tower was tall and had architectural detail that his place in Alaska had lacked. It was elegant, instead of blocky; curved instead of bland. The ground level had no windows, but there was a broad set of steps and a heavy metal door that separated the interior from the exterior. The top of the tower had a large balcony, which looked over the seething mass of humanity. I imagined it as a watchtower – a place to keep an eye out for enemies. Two people, who were obscured by thick cloaks stood at the top of the tower. They looked out over the desert with cold detachment. I could not see their faces.
On the desert floor was the largest collection of Watchers I had ever seen. I could tell in a glance that they outnumbered us. I could also tell they did not have the same spirit we had – they had lust for death, not hope for life. There were Nightstalkers and Watchers mixed in together, spaced strategically. In front of them were zombie-Watchers – the dead were used as a buffer between the Seekers and the Saints. The Seekers stood on the dry landscape with unnatural stillness. They were waiting, expectant for the coming storm. They were all dressed in black, with the snake emblem on the center of their chests. The glint of silver from the sun reflected back their swords, knives, and other weapons. Overhead, Margaret’s storm clouds boiled with increasing fury. Dark clouds marched across the blue sky. The storm was coming. No one could stop it.
The Saints circled the army as quickly and as quietly as we could. I knew that Reaper was at the center of our army with the others spaced strategically, as they had discussed at the camp. Daniel was to the right of Reaper; King was to the left. As the Saints fell in to position, my group moved to the far left. We were the last in line. The mountain closed us in on the left. Nightstalkers were to our right. Our vantage point of the fight was perfect. It was also perfect in that I had a clear viewpoint of the large door separating me from Marcus. I could see where Marcus had dug in to the rock. A large ramp disappeared in to the earth directly next to the tower. His digging had taken him farther in to the earth than I had thought. I wondered if he had found what he had been searching for…
Our people in place, Preacher lowered the illusion surrounding Reaper and Daniel’s part of the army. The Seekers maintained their calm. They had been waiting for us. Marcus knew we were coming. Did he also know our deception? I had to hope not.
As our people appeared, one of the figures on the balcony stepped out of sight. At the same time, the second figure lowered his hood. My eyes were drawn to his face. The Asian features, the deadly black eyes and the lean frame were familiar. Nguyen was in the tower with his master. It had been a long time since I had seen his face, but it was not nearly long enough. My blood boiled at the sight of him. He had kidnapped Han and Beatrice – had forced them through months of emotional torture and endless fear. He was Marcus’ right hand, the instrument of his will. I wanted to chop the right hand off. Seeing him made me all the more determined to get inside.
At his appearance, the clouds overhead opened up and the rain started. I wasn’t sure if it was his talent or Margaret’s that had started the storm. All I knew was that it had begun. A distance of two hundred yards separated us from the Seekers. It was the same distance that separated us from a fight we would not be able to back out of.
As soon as the rain started to bounce against the hard-packed dirt, Reaper held up his sword. It was all his people needed. He and Daniel started to run forward. The Seekers waited in eager anticipation for the meeting. They were not expecting, however, for the gunfire that followed after Reaper and Daniel. Bullets buzzed through the air as they ran. River had found her vantage point – her snipers were playing their part. Seekers fell like flies as Daniel and Reaper crossed the space separating them. Some of the Seekers returned fire and I saw our own people start to fall. Groans from the injured and dying filled the air.
Then, in a great roar of noise, the two forces met. The sounds were overwhelming. I had never heard anything quite like it. It was the clash of steel against steel, the yells from the dying and the injured finding company, and blood shattering the stillness of the air. It all joined in to a uniquely disturbing sound.
I watched them fight, the tension circling my stomach. I felt tied to the fight; tied to Daniel’s progress in the ranks of the others. I tried to keep an eye on him but the motion was too massive. He was swallowed by the push and pull of the fight. It was hard letting them fight when all I wanted to do was join them. I could sense the other Watchers facing the same dilemma. The various talents from the Seekers flew across the stage of battle. Reaper and Daniel’s people returned with their own talents. Soon, the fight was complete chaos. Gunshots, talents and steel all joined in on the sounds of the violence. They fought for a few agonizing minutes, and then King and Preacher appeared out of the illusion. They ran to meet the enemies, before they could figure out that there were more of us than just Reaper and Daniel.
Lighting flashed across the battlefield. It danced in an electric way as two opposing forces tried to control the storm. Margaret and Nguyen were facing their own battle, one of weather. River kept up her shooting and the screams blanketed the space between us.
I ignored the sounds of pain and focused on my part. I had more to play in to the equation than just getting to the door. I had to focus on the rock – it was my task to split the Seekers in two. Daniel and Reaper cut a large path through the swarming Nightstalkers and Watchers. Their pace was swift and fierce. Again, the illusion was lowered as Preacher and Jackson began their attack. When Daniel and Reaper reached the middle of the army, their forces slowly began to be swallowed by Seekers, despite the others’ advance. I knew my time had come.
I took a deep breath and focused on the earth below me. The lightning rippling out in great waves, the sky black with the clouds overhead, I raised my hand. It was not difficult to find the ability. It was the same ability that had helped when Daniel had been killed. It was tied to an emotional truth I would never forget. The earth rumbled and shook as I focused. It was a controlled earthquake – controlled by me. It took a moment to build up the proper pressure, the proper forces.
All at once, the ground opened – right in the middle of Marcus’ Seekers. The jagged edges of the forming chasm split his army in two. The rumbling continued as I worked on increasing the distance between one side and the next. As I did, I felt resistance. The chasm stopped widening. The rumbling continued, but my effort to make the rift greater was useless. The chasm was not big enough to cut off the army. Someone was impeding my efforts.
“What is the matter?” the historian asked as I frowned.
“Someone else can control rock,” I said.
“We must stop this person,” the historian replied.
“Yeah…no kidding,” I agreed.
My eyes searched the chaos of the fight for the person who was working against me. It took me a minute, but I finally saw a face I had only seen once before. It was the same man who had covered Alex in rock on our way back to the small cave. He had not changed much. The man was large and wearing the same tank top; he stood near the ramp leading down in to the earth. He held a hooked knife in his hand. He was focused on the rocks below him with admirable intensity. He had his hand outstretched as he worked to keep the ground in one piece.
“There!” I pointed at the man.
The historian raised her rifle, and in the same motion, took aim and fired. The man fell to the ground he had been so focused on, a bullet between his eyes.
“Good shot,” Serenity said to the historian.
“Fair,” the historian said.
I refocused on the task at hand. The ground started moving again. The rift spread until one side could not longer reach the other. The screams of panic as Watchers feel in to the void filled the air around the other screams of the dying. Thunder lashed across in renewed vigor as the rumbling of the ground stopped. I had no doubt that the thunder was Nguyen’s doing. He was angry. I smiled at the thought.
As I smiled, hail started to fall from the sky. I looked up and saw a funnel cloud form in the clouds. The funnel was on our side of the fighting. It snaked downward until it touched the earth. My heart stopped beating when the funnel started throwing Watchers and Nightstalkers alike in to the air. I could feel Margaret fighting for control of the tornado. She fought with everything she had. The funnel continued its path of destruction. Then…it broke apart, and a new wave of lightning surrounded the area. Margaret had won the fight to control the tornado.
Next to me, there was a rush of movement. Margaret and King joined the fight. A moment later Moira, Sara and Shawn joined them. Following closely behind them was Alex and the Nightstalkers. They attacked the Seekers on my side of the rift. The Nightstalkers that Alex led were eager to get lost in the violence. They ran ahead of the others. Their sharp teeth dripped acidic drool in their wake, and their red eyes were bright from the excitement of coming death. Alex and Anna ran together. They met the Seekers in curious synchronicity, as if they had rehearsed their attack. No other Nightstalkers could match their ferocity.
Sara and Shawn used their gift to jump around the rift, attacking soldiers wherever they were needed and rearranging our troops to maximize damage. All of the Saints were fighting.
Everyone but me.
Before I could move, to rally my group, I felt the gentle tug of a strong, familiar mind. It was not difficult to recognize Marcus’ mind. I had encountered it enough. I allowed for the pull, curious, despite knowing he was probably just trying to mess with my head. A vision rose in front of my mind – a vision of him. He was standing at the top of the tower, in a large circular room. He was wearing a white shirt and blue jeans. He was casual, perfectly calm despite the battle raging at his doorstep. He smiled at me, his lips pulling over his teeth in a particularly feline way. He was taunting me. He thought our attack on his fortress a mild joke, something to entertain him between dawn and dusk. He had no doubt we would fail. His smile was as telling as the words he spoke.
“Clare, I’ve been waiting for you…Finally, we begin forever…”
His yellow eyes glowed with passion and a secret promise to share all his mysteries with me. I ignored the vision and the strange pull I felt at his smile and his words and focused on the reality in front of me. People were dying so that I could get to him. It was time to move. It was time to end this forever.
“Ready?” I asked the others.
They nodded in grim determination. I held out my hands to them and all fifteen grabbed my arms and hands – whatever they could reach, and I pulled them in to the darkness in between. I set us down on the stairs in front of the heavy metal doors. There were Seekers on the steps, men and woman who were doing their best to protect their leader’s door from our attack.
A man spun as we landed and thrust his sword directly at my face. I dodged the sword and punched him in the face, before he could recover from his missed attack. He moved to swipe at me again, but I pulled my sword out and cut him from the shoulder to the hip. He fell off my sword and on to the white stairs. The others were having similar battles around me. One enemy down, I looked for the next that would cause me problems. That was when I noticed Spider.
Spider was close to the steps. He held a dagger in each hand. He was fighting a Seeker for all he was worth. Next to him were Sprint and Ethan. They looked fierce with the weapons they were carrying; they looked even fiercer as they worked in tandem to take the Seeker down. Sprint stabbed the woman in the leg as Ethan and Spider moved in for the kill. It did not take them long to finish her. I eyed them in shock – what were they doing here? More to the point, how had they learned to fight so fiercely? They should have been at the camp with the others. The reason behind their refusal to see me off was clear. They had snuck in to the fight.
Another Seeker moved to attack them. I moved forward without thought. I had swung my sword before the man could come to grips with the idea that I was nearby. His head flew in a long arc and hit another Seeker in the back of the neck. The Seeker was thrown off balance and the Saint who had been fighting him took the opportunity to kill him. The Saint nodded in appreciation and moved to his next target. I moved over to Spider, Ethan and Sprint.
“What the hell are you doing here?” I asked them.
“Helping,” Spider said.
“The hell you say?!” I said.
“Behind you!” Sprint yelled.
I felt the Seeker behind me. I felt the rush of movement as they moved to stab me in the back. I shifted the small measure of distance it took to throw the Seeker off balance, deflected the thrust and then stabbed the Seeker in the heart. My eyes never left the kids.
“How did you get here?” I asked.
“Shawn owed me big,” Spider said. “I won’t tell you why, but let’s just say he knew better than to argue with me.”
“You can’t be here,” I said.
Spider raised an eyebrow at me.
“Doll, I’m not leaving. Accept that.”
I scowled at him then decided the fight was not the place for arguments. We were surrounded by enemies. We had a mission.
“You’re with me,” I said to them. “You stay where I can see you! And if I tell you to run, you run! Understand?”
Ethan, Spider and Sprint all grinned wickedly in response. I was not in the mood for their grins. I wanted them to be safe – I felt Eli behind me having a similar reaction. Though he had stepped out of their lives, it was difficult for him to step out of his role of protector. He didn’t agree with their choice to step in to the war, but he didn’t say anything. He was wise enough to know his argument would not set well with them. It would just be another distraction.
I ushered them up the stairs, which had been cleared by my group during our conversation. The historian held the door open for me as Serenity and Eli held off the other Seekers trying to make their way to us. The others were already inside. I moved through the door, the kids on my heels.
The inside of the tower was quiet. When Serenity and Eli stepped in after us, locking the door from our side, all of the sound cut off. The battle was only a dim roar in the background. The first room was large with tall ceilings. My house could have easily fit inside. The floors were white marble, mirroring the color of the exterior. Rich tapestries and large, ornamental columns were the only decorations in the large space. Large, shut doors were along the edge of the walls. The space had been built to impress, to give the viewer as sense of space and time. It was working. The space, the quiet – it was intimidating.
Directly in front of me was a large set of stairs that only led one way: up. It was the only way left to go.
I gripped my sword with more purpose and headed for the stairs. But the space was not as deserted as I had thought. The second I started to step forward, Seekers moved out from the doors I had ignored as unimportant. They all wore cloaks and held swords in their hands. From the way they moved, I figured they were not typical soldiers. They were better trained – their talents were stronger. They were the ones he depended on as his last line of defense. We would have to fight them all – fifteen against two hundred, at least – to get to Marcus.
I looked behind me to the others. They were grim, but determined. Odds would not deter them. I nodded at their readiness and looked at the Seekers staring us down.
“Well, what are you waiting for?” I asked the Seekers. “An invitation?”
The Seekers moved forward silently, their bodies graceful and perfect. I didn’t wait for them to get close. I raised my hand and let lose with fire. Water came from somewhere in the group. I only managed to burn five, before the water extinguished my flame. More talents rose up to face me. Vines wrapped around the Seekers, tripping them up, creating impediments to their attacks. Fiona was doing her best to help. Waves of darkness followed her talent. The Seekers were wrapped up in the darkness. The people around me did their best to meet talent with talent with me. I ignored the talents on focused on the physical. My skill with the sword was one thing that could not be talented away.
I dodged a sword strike to my head and returned with a strike of my own. I felt my sword cut in to flesh. I moved on to the next. And the next…Each person I met was a little different; each fight was a new struggle to keep my life. My people fought with me. Spider, Ethan and Sprint stayed close. Their help was formidable. Most of the Seekers did not look at them twice. It was a mistake – one that cost many of the Seekers their lives.
I had made it to the center of the room, when the world changed in to chaos. A large man walked in to the room from the stairs. He was not wearing the cloak, and his eyes were a mixture of red and black. He stepped down the stairs with cool confidence. The ground quaked with his steps. The Seekers gave him a wide berth. One of my group – a girl I had talked to only twice – moved to him. She directed her sword directly at his heart. He made no move to stop her. The sword touched his chest then bent backward. I felt my mouth drop open at the sight. The silver sword had no effect on him. He had a talent that made him impenetrable to silver. The man smiled at the girl, reached out, and grabbed her by the neck. He squeezed hard. Her cry was cut short as he broke her neck. The light went out of her eyes. The man grunted in satisfaction then threw her against the wall.
His red-black eyes focused on Spider, Ethan and Sprint, who were all staring at him in shock. The man’s eyes were strangely excited at the idea of killing children. He could not ignore their presence. The kids were frozen in fear. They wanted to fight him, but they didn’t know how. I moved to them, to protect them from the man. I wasn’t the only one. Eli stepped in front of them, his hands empty. Fighting the man with swords was useless. It would take hand-to-hand. Before I could attack, Eli started sparring with the man.
The man was as hard as steel; Eli’s hits meant little. It didn’t take Eli long to realize he was outmatched. I could see it on his face. Two men stepped in front of me as Eli struggled against his opponent. I was forced back as the pair circled me, searching for a weakness. I focused on them, instead of Eli, trusting Eli to win the fight. It was a frustrating, deadly mistake. As I killed the first man, the other searching to take advantage of the distraction of the kill, the man Eli had been fighting finally got tired of the fight. He blocked a kick from Eli, grabbed Eli as he had the girl and started to squeeze. Eli hit the man’s elbows as hard as he could. The man dropped him. Eli hit the floor hard, gasping for breath. The man grabbed a sword from one of the other Seekers. He didn’t hesitate. He didn’t even blink. He shoved the sword directly in to Eli’s chest.
Eli looked shocked. He tried to pull the sword out, so his body could do what it did best, but the man wasn’t having it. He kicked away Eli’s struggling hands and kicked him in the face. He kicked him one last time, and Eli stopped struggling. He was silent. The large man grunted in satisfaction again. He left the sword in Eli’s chest and moved toward the kids. He moved to finish what he had started. Eli did not try to stop him.
“No!” Spider yelled at the sight of Eli’s motionless body.
Spider, Ethan and Sprint dropped down around Eli, tears in their eyes. Eli had abandoned them, but the emotions of love were not so easily lost – not as easily as the kids had thought.
Dark anger swirled my senses. I spun out of the way of the man I had been fighting and cut him with a swift slash. He fell to the ground, dead before he hit the floor. I moved with a quick march to the man who had killed Eli. He was focused on the kids. His hand reached out to grab Spider.
“Hey!” I called, reaching the man. “Pick on someone your own size.”
The man turned away from Spider and focused on me. His eyes were strangely aware of who I was. He didn’t seem to care what that knowledge meant. The anger boiled over to the point that I couldn’t contain it. It was the closest to losing control since the change.
He moved to intercept me, trusting in his talent more than he should have. I felt my hand bond with the sword. At the same moment, my necklace glowed with warmth. The man didn’t know who he was dealing with. He didn’t know the weight of my anger. Confident in his ability, the man stretched out his hands grab my throat. I stabbed him in the heart. My sword did not bend back when it touched his chest. It went straight through, like a hot knife in to butter. He looked startled at the feel of the blade against his heart. His eyes told me that my sword was doing the impossible. His knees buckled, and he fell forward.
The world slowed down as I turned to look at Eli. My group kept up their fierce fighting. The number of Seekers in the room had gone down – their bodies covered the white floor. My people remained mostly intact. They were putting up a hell of a fight. I knelt down next to Spider, who was holding Eli’s hand. Eli was unmoving. His eyes stared at the ceiling. Spider’s eyes told a different story – sorrow.
“He’s gone…” Spider said.
“I’m sorry,” I replied.
“I never got to tell him…ask…there was such much I didn’t say…” Spider added.
“He was our brother, and we never reconciled,” Ethan said.
The words struck a cord with Spider. Odette’s prophecy was suddenly clear. She had meant Eli, not Daniel. That was the brother she had been talking about. His eyes showed his sadness at the misunderstanding. Spider’s face hardened when he realized what I was doing. I was wasting time consoling them.
“Go get Marcus,” Spider said. “End this.”
I nodded and stood.
Spider grabbed his weapon with new determination and helped Sprint to her feet. The kids turned back to the fight, moving as a team to take out their next target. Eli remained motionless where he had fallen. I knew he would not get up again. His death was a heavy price. It was one I knew Spider would carry with him forever.
I focused on the stairs. The answer to the end was there. Trusting my friends to take care of the Seekers, I went in search for the only way to stop the bloodshed for good.
I went in search of Marcus.
 




Chapter 22
 

No one bothered me on the stairs. Everyone was focused on the battle down below. No one had thought I would get past the two hundred waiting for us.
When I got to the top of the stairs, I saw an elegant door that was as broad as it was tall. The stairs dead-ended at the door – the ceiling above me was low enough to touch. I had found Marcus’ room. My heart beating with unnatural speed, my mind racing to fortify me against the games Marcus was bound to play, I put my hand on the doorknob. This was it.
I opened the door and let it swing to the opposite wall. I gripped my sword tightly. My senses were alert to traps and more hidden soldiers. I would not put it past Marcus to have more than his share of surprises. I was determined to end his games before they started.
I was not expecting the game he had put in motion, however. It was the last thing I had expected, in fact. It immediately made me question…everything.
Standing in the middle of the circular room I had visited many times in my dreams was the second person I had seen on the balcony. The person still wore their hood. They were standing in front of a large fire that warmed the room more than was necessary. It groaned and popped with flames dancing in the hearth – it almost drowned out the sound of the injured and dying below. Almost.
On the balcony, I saw Nguyen working his weather magic. He seemed oblivious to my appearance in his boss’s room. The figure by the fire turned as I entered. As the figure turned, the person lowered their hood. Instead of Marcus, there was a girl. I had seen her before – our lives had been connected in a way that I thought would last forever. It wasn’t so long ago that I had learned from my grandfather’s book that she was my cousin. She was the same cousin I had fished out of a river after a suicide attempt.
It was Amanda.
Her brown hair was curled and she wore makeup on her face. She looked older than when I had seen her and infinitely more in control. There was nothing of the girl who pined after popularity and friendship, the girl who was searching to find her father again; a father who was more concerned with his drinking and his prejudice than his own daughter. My eyes scanned the room for signs of Marcus or anyone that could explain her strange appearance. She had to be another trick – another vision sent by Marcus to mess with my head.
She looked up when I entered. Her brown eyes – eyes that mirrored Sheriff Cobb’s and, strangely, Ellen – searched my face. She didn’t smile. She was not happy to see me. I was not the girl who had rescued her from her suicide attempt – I was the enemy.
“Marcus said you would come,” Amanda said.
My eyes narrowed at her tone.
“Did he?” I asked.
“Yes,” Amanda said.
I took a step closer to her, seeing the seething mass of bodies moving out the large window. We were so high up, so far from the battle, yet the screams followed us.
“What’s going on, Amanda?” I asked her. “Why are you here?”
“Why am I here?” She laughed. “Why are you here?”
“To kill Marcus,” I admitted.
“We couldn’t have more opposite reasons for being here then,” Amanda said.
“I don’t understand,” I admitted.
“No, you wouldn’t. You’re too busy thinking everyone needs to be saved to see the truth of things,” Amanda said in a mocking voice. “Clare…must you rescue everyone?”
“If they need it,” I said.
Amanda smiled, tossing her brown hair from her face with casual arrogance.
“That’s what made playing you so easy…If Cassandra and Thomas hadn’t messed it up, we would have had what we needed from you sooner. We wouldn’t have been forced to wait so long to get the sword and wipe the earth clean of filth like my father.”
Her words were startling. They suggested she had been involved in the attempt to get me to give up my blood. Had her suicide attempt been faked? How much could I trust from that night?
“Are you saying you played me in to rescuing at the river?” I asked.
Amanda shrugged.
“It was kind of easy,” Amanda said. “All I had to do was plant the seed of sadness and let your…nature do the rest.”
“Why?” I asked. “I don’t get it…”
“My ‘father’ was never part of the plan. He was the distraction… He was the one we wanted you to blame, so that you were not looking at us. The deception was necessary. Once Daniel came in to the picture and started protecting you, we knew we would have to play a more delicate game. Daniel has never been the kind of person to quit easily. So, I lured you out. The others were supposed to see if you were capable of really changing a person…they were to figure out if you were really the one in the prophecy. Of course, they did figure it out…the hard way. They pressured you in to killing them and our plan was scrapped. I told them it was a bad idea to use Daniel as leverage. We should have just killed him when we had the chance.”
Her words were heartbreaking and shocking. Amanda had been behind Marcus’ original plan to get my blood willingly…to see if my blood would eventually open the vault that held the sword. But it still didn’t make sense. How was she tied to Marcus? Why would she give up her soul to such a man?
She seemed to be able to read my thoughts. Or else my thoughts were on my face.
“Marcus was the first to see me for who I am,” Amanda continued. “We met when I was little…he knew Cobb. He pulled me out of my depression and helped me see that I could be more than I thought I could ever be. He helped me see that I was more than just a sheep doomed to die a miserable life. He woke me up. He gave me love.”
Love? She thought she was in love Marcus? More importantly, she thought Marcus loved her? There was no way. I was suddenly certain she was being used. I was certain that the words I had just heard from her were Marcus’ words. They were not her. She was being controlled.
“Marcus loves you?” I asked.
“Yes,” Amanda said.
“But he leaves you here to face me?” I asked.
“I can fight,” Amanda said. “He trusts me to kill you.”
“He trusts that you’ll be a distraction,” I said. “Nothing more. He’s using you.”
“You don’t know that…”
I took a step forward.
“Amanda, I do. That’s what Marcus does.”
She blinked at me in confusion. It was as if she had never heard the truth put so honestly. She couldn’t figure out what I meant. She couldn’t reason the truth I was bringing her with the logic in her head. It was more proof that she had been used. I heard an awakening in her mind. Amanda was trying to crawl through the lies Marcus had planted in her head. She was trying to break out of the visions.
I was not the only one who noticed.
Nguyen finally turned away from the balcony. His black eyes suggested I had come upon the truth. Amanda was nothing more than a distraction. Amanda was an emotional manipulation – a pawn in Marcus’ larger game. Nguyen raised his hand. A streak of lightning came through the open doors. I moved to Amanda, to knock her out of the way, but I was not quick enough. The lightning hit her directly in the chest. Her whole body lit up with a blue light. Her face was surprised. Her eyes moved to mine. In that final second, she understood. Nguyen was acting under Marcus’ orders. Marcus had ordered her death to slow me down. Her eyes showed her hurt and regret. Then, she dropped to the earth.
I fell back at the blast. I rolled to my feet again and faced Nguyen. The anger was pounding through my veins. It was taking all of my effort not to descend in to madness. I knew that’s what they wanted. If I lost it, I would never discover where Marcus was. I would never get to him in time. My anger would rule me.
“Woops,” Nguyen said. “Must have missed. You know how temperamental lightning can be.”
“I’m going to kill you,” I said.
“You are going to try,” Nguyen said.
I realized I would be playing in to Marcus’ plans again. Nguyen would be a difficult fight, but I was certain I would win. It would take time…
“Before we get in to a duel to the death…mind telling me where Marcus is?” I asked.
“He’s getting the sword,” Nguyen said. “You won’t be able to stop him.”
“I thought only a Michaels could get it out?” I asked.
Nguyen’s smile was full of pure evil. “The girl opened the vault for him. Would you know that she had just enough Michaels’ blood for it to work? We had to wake the sword up first, but now…it’s ready to be pulled out by Marcus. Are you ready for the new dawn?”
“I’m ready for people to stop talking crazy,” I said.
I eyed him carefully, trying to figure out the truth. I kept my eyes away from Amanda, who was staring at us blankly. Looking at her just made me mad. The manipulation she had gone through…it was unbearable.
Nguyen smiled at me. His hand clenched in preparation of another lightning bolt. I saw beyond his smile to the truth. His body language was telling. He had been careful to keep it pointed away from the balcony since he had noticed me. It connected in my mind. Marcus was where the sword was. And since the sword was under the earth – obvious by the fact that Marcus had been digging there – that’s where Marcus was. I had climbed to the furthest point possible from him. An army separated me from what was underground.
Nguyen put a hand to his ear as the truth dawned on me. His voice was mocking.
“Do you hear that?” he asked in a teasing voice.
I listened. It was the sound of panicked yelling and a rallying cry. I thought I heard Reaper and Daniel yelling to each other over the chaos.
“There’s more! Nightstalkers!” Daniel called.
“To the left, everyone to the left!” Reaper added.
“The troops Marcus kept in reserve must have left the caves,” Nguyen said. “Nightstalkers mostly…fierce fighters. Over two thousand last count.”
I shifted subtly, to be able to look down to the valley floor without his body blocking the way. Nguyen moved, willing to let me see the carnage. I saw Daniel on the floor of the valley. Across from him, blocking the caves that led underground, was an army of Nightstalkers. Behind Daniel was his own army. They were less, though. They were the survivors of the first fight. Many of them had fallen, but not as many as I had thought would fall. There was not enough to face the Nightstalkers, however. I was sure they would not be enough to win. They were doomed. I had let them down. I had failed them. Marcus’ trick had worked. Time had run out.
Nguyen was watching my face. His expression was foolishly gleeful. It was happiness at my despair. He should have known not to show such emotion. It just made me feel determined. I clenched my hand around my sword and focused on what I knew. Marcus was in the caves getting the sword – if I did not get to him soon the battle outside would be for nothing. Nguyen was the distraction. Why not take care of the two things at once?
Decided, I put my sword in to its scabbard and looked at Nguyen. He was prepared for a fight, a duel to the death. He would not expect something stupid, something without seeming reason. So, something stupid is exactly what I did. I took a deep breath and ran at him. I jumped when I reached him. I wrapped my arms around his body, keeping his hands down at his sides, so he couldn’t point his lightning at me. We moved through the air, farther than normal. My aim was perfect.
We flew out and over the balcony in a long arc. Nguyen fought against me as we flew through the air toward the ground below. He was strong, determined. He finally managed to kick me away. Our bodies separated. I ignored him and focused on the fall. The ground rushed up at me. The wind roared in my ears. There was a strange stillness in the flight. Time stopped moving. As I fell, I saw Daniel start to charge the Nightstalkers. He moved between shapes as he ran, becoming a Nightstalker in a second’s time. Despite the change, he noticed my fall. Many of the soldiers did. But there was nothing they could do. Their mouths dropped open in surprise at the sight of me purposefully headed toward the ground. The Nightstalkers were charging.
Then, I hit the ground.
I hit directly where the ground had split apart. The ground split easily, and I kept falling…longer than I should have. Beyond the rock was space. The rock had opened up to a city underground. It was a city that had once lived in the light of day. Now, rock and darkness covered it. Square buildings were crumbling in the darkness. The buildings were smaller the further they got from the city center, but they all held proof of artistry and loving attention to detail. At the center of the city was a large structure that could only be described as a palace. There, I saw torches flickering in the dark. Marcus was there. I could feel it just as I could tell that the city would have been beautiful in the light – covered in the gardens and waterfalls. It would have been an oasis in the desert.
My fall finally found its end.
I crashed in to one of the buildings, the rock giving way to the superior force of my body. I coughed against the feel of the dirt in my lungs. I took stock of my body. I was covered in debris and dirt, but I was alive. The weight of the rocks on top of me was nothing. I shifted and pushed against the rocks. They moved off me and I was able to see the hole I had made in the ground above. Dark light from the storm filtered down to light my path. Lightning lit up the rocks. The fall had been longer than I had thought, half a mile, at least, from the surface of the earth to my landing place.
There was another hole further down where Nguyen had fallen through the earth. The lighting illuminated the place. He would not give up on the fight easily; I would have to keep my eyes peeled. I knew the fall had not killed him. His body was as strong as mine was. He would be waiting.
I refocused on the flickering light of the torches. My task was there.
The landscape was hillier than it had appeared while falling. The roads to the palace were all uphill. The hills provided cover, but they also slowed me down. I ran along the thick stone of the city streets, doing my best to stay as quiet as possible. I had no idea if there were other Watchers out there. My feet flew out behind me as I ran from one building to the next, my eyes scanning the darkness for signs of the enemy. I felt a clock ticking down to the time I had left. Marcus was close – was I too late to stop him?
The palace finally appeared in front of me. All roads led there. A large drawbridge had been blown to pieces. There was nothing left but the gears that turned the bridge. The rubble decorated the walkway. I stepped over the rubble and through to the large courtyard. The torches fluttered angrily, but the light let me see that the courtyard was not as lifeless as the rest of the city. White rosebushes decorated the space – roses that were similar to the one the historian had kept. Farrah had been here. This had been her palace, once upon a time. The knowledge warmed me. I was on Farrah’s ground. It would strengthen me in the coming fight.
The courtyard was empty of people. It was silent. I remembered the tower above and wondered if there were enemies hiding nearby. I took a deep breath and tried to feel the pulse of the place – to feel if there was anyone I should be worried about nearby. There was complete silence for a moment then I felt a shift. I felt the subtle beating of two very slow hearts. Two people were inside. Marcus had not trusted his army to help him get the sword. He had come alone…mostly.
I followed the courtyard to the large stairs directly opposite the gate. The stairs were broad and made of white stone. They were broken in places and looked as if they had seen better days. They led directly to a door that was hanging off its hinges. I stepped around the shattered door and followed the feeling of the heartbeats. The interior halls were made of the same white stone, but pictures also decorated the walls. There were scenes of hunting, royalty doing daily tasks, and different roles of men and women in the palace. A design curved around the pictures, taking up the space where the pictures were not. It was a design that matched my armor, minus the red diamonds. The corridors were tall and open. A sense of space and time linked me to the halls. My fear of closed-in spaces was gone. The familiarity made it impossible to feel uncomfortable. I was familiar with the turns I made – I could feel the curve of the halls before I saw them. I knew this place. I knew it better than I should have.
The feel of Marcus permeated my senses. Every step I took brought me closer to him. The strange connection we had always shared beat stronger with our closeness.
Finally, the corridors lead to a room with no doors, only arches. The arches kept the room from feeling closed-in and separate. There was a sense of inclusion in the space. It welcomed visitors inside. And, sitting in a chair made out of stone, his leg thrown over the arm of the throne casually was the man I had been searching for.
Marcus…Finally.
In front of him was Nguyen. Nguyen was covered in dirt and had a large gash on his arm. He was telling Marcus about our fall in to the cavern and the fight above. It was impossible to read Marcus’ expression. It was the definition of enigmatic. Nguyen stopped talking when they sensed me in the arch. He turned to face me, hatred in his eyes. I was the reason Nguyen had failed his boss. I had made his task complicated.
Marcus’ eyes brightened when he saw me. It was a contrast to Nguyen’s expression.
“Clare.”
Marcus said it as if it was the measure of my soul. His lips caressed my name in a strangely intimate way.
“Marcus,” I said. “How has insanity been treating you?”
Marcus laughed.
“Quite well, actually,” Marcus said.
He shifted in his chair and picked up a sword I had not noticed. It was made of black metal. It was sharp and cold. It had a strange mixture of bulky weight and lean lines. It was also the angriest-looking sword I had ever seen. The pulse of the anger reached out and caressed my senses. My heart skipped four beats as I tried to keep my fear under control. He had found the sword. He had found the unmaker. Marcus held it in his hand. He was the second part of the unmaking. I was too late. I had failed.
His lips parted in a feline smile at the look on my face.
“Impressed?” Marcus asked.
“Not the word I would have chosen,” I said.
“You will,” he said.
Marcus eyed Nguyen, who looked ready to start the fight we had begun in the tower. Marcus’ yellow eyes swirled with a hazy darkness that went beyond a regular Watchers’ darkness. Darkness brought on by the sword? It was impossible to tell.
“Nguyen?” Marcus asked in his purr of a voice.
“Yes?” Nguyen asked.
His voice was eager. He expected Marcus to ask him to fight me.
“You failed your task. You failed to keep Clare away while I bonded with the sword. You failed to make her attack you with Amanda’s death. I do not have room for failure.”
Nguyen turned to Marcus. His eyes were wide with fear.
“But you promised…”
“Forever? A part of the world when I took it over?” Marcus asked. “I lied about that.”
Marcus’ grip on the sword changed. It tightened in to resolve. The grip was deadly. His hand shifted again. With it, came movement. The sword slashed through the air, bringing with it a wall of darkness. It cut in to Nguyen with little resistance. Nguyen’s head went one way and his body the other.
Marcus saw my expression.
“Don’t worry. He was a bad man,” he assured me.
“Like Amanda?” I asked.
“Oh, dear, Amanda. Poor misguided girl. It was easy to convince her we had joined. She was just looking for someone to love her.”
He misinterpreted my horrified expression.
“Oh, don’t worry,” Marcus said. “The joining wasn’t real. It was just a tool to get her to help me, to eventually open the chamber as it turned out.”
“You are mentally ill,” I said.
Marcus shrugged at my words. I saw darkness swirl more complete in his eyes, however. He did not like more words.
“People believe in what they want to believe….usually it’s the thing they want most they believe in the hardest. You believe I am ill, because it makes facing me easier. Amanda believed I was in love with her, because it made her miserable life more bearable.”
“And what is that you believe in?” I asked.
“Unending life,” Marcus said. “And our right to rule the world as King and Queen.”
“Oh, I’m supposed to rule the world with you?” I asked.
“It is our destiny,” Marcus said. “It always has been.”
“How do you figure?” I asked.
Marcus smiled at me. He was glad for the chance to explain. His eyes told me that he thought his explanation would bring me to his side; it would make me see things his way.
“Do you believe in reincarnation?” he asked.
“I believe in everything, until I have reason not to,” I replied.
Marcus looked pleased with my answer.
“You and I are bound together,” he confessed. “We’ve always been bound together.”
“How?”
Marcus finally stood. I gripped the hilt of my sword tightly as he moved. I expected him to attack, but he didn’t. He merely moved to the wall behind the chair. He grabbed one of the torches lighting the space as he walked. The torch illuminated the wall and I saw a chamber – perhaps the chamber where the sword had been hidden all these years. Marcus went to the left of the door to the chamber and touched one of the drawings that decorated the room. I focused on the drawing and felt a strange sense of connection. The drawing was the most detailed I had seen yet.
There were two people in the drawing – a man and a woman. Both faces were familiar. The woman’s face was as close to my face as a drawing on an ancient wall would ever get, and the man’s face was Marcus’ without the alien grace and cold features. Our faces had been put together centuries before I had even been born. We were linked across time. The connection I had always felt to him made sense.
Marcus touched my face on the wall with a loving caress.
“Farrah,” he named the woman.
His hand moved to point at his face. His smile was stronger.
“Her human lover, Jacob,” he explained. “Their love story was tragic. Lorian and Darian took from them their family. But Jacob was a human…he was weak. This time, our story can work. We are the two most powerful Watchers in the history of the world. We will rule the world with grace, ability and compassion. We will be the father and mother of a new generation of beings; Watchers who have evolved beyond the limitations of limited life and a single ability. We will usher in a time of peace.”
His words were passionate. My heart told me he wasn’t lying. Perhaps in another life we had really been bound by love, if such a thing as reincarnation existed. It made sense that historian would have seen Marcus and would have recognized the similarities between him and Farrah’s human lover. It was the historian who had helped Jacob flee to modern-day France, after all. The connection was why the historian had told Marcus more than she should have. She had trusted in the memory of Jacob, without knowing that Marcus was a completely different sort of man. The historian had also known about the connection between Marcus and me. She had known what I would face. It was probably the reason she had displayed my tears for Daniel so prominently on my armor, to remind me of what I had. I saw the connection too, but it did not sway me to his side. I was bound to Daniel. He was the person I had chosen. Not Marcus. I didn’t care what the wall said. I didn’t care if a thousand walls all said the same thing. I wanted Daniel.
All the time he had spent trying to seduce me to his plans were for nothing. I had made my choice.
“Peace with an iron fist is not peace,” I said. “It’s fear and suffering.”
“So…you will guide them…and me,” Marcus said. “You can take the world in your gentle hands and sculpt it. Together, we can finally have the world our kind deserves.”
“That’s just it,” I said. “I don’t know what the world deserves any more than you do. I would make a mess of it. People have a right to choose and a right to choose wrong. Taking away that choice is evil. Unending life isn’t worth ruining the world. Neither is pride or fear, which seems to guide you more than anything.”
Marcus’ expression hardened. He did not like my words.
“You cannot deny our connection or our destiny. You will not deny it.”
“I can. I will,” I said.
My words had broken a sacred trust between us. I could see Marcus lose all affection for me at my words.
“You will not change your mind?” he asked.
“No,” I said.
“So be it,” Marcus said.
I felt him preparing. I felt the fight looming. The darkness of his sword reached out to brush against my senses again. It was an exploratory thing. It was assessing my limitations. I felt the brighter darkness of my own sword working to combat that. My darkness was a different darkness. It was based in necessity. His was based in hate. I could feel the months of training and the circumstances of the past pulling together to help me in this moment. I had been training for this my entire life. I was finally ready. I no longer feared the expanse of my mind – it would help me in the coming fight. I embraced all the things that made me different, unique. It was exactly those things which would help me win.
Marcus eyed me. His yellow eyes glinted dangerously; his white hair was warm in the light of the torches. His expression changed with the anger. He was no longer strictly Marcus. Something else had taken him over. A darker resolve surrounded him. I knew he would not stop until I killed him or he killed me. The moment hung between us for a long second. It was a second that separated us from a different kind of forever.
Then he moved. He was grace and power – a strict combination of the two deadliest ways of moving. The sword had brought him more than just fighting ability. It had brought him talent. The connection between the two had made them both strong. Marcus was no longer bound by his gift of sending people dreams. He could move as I could move. He had control over the world around us. He held mastery over abilities he should not have held mastery over. He threw the torch he was holding at my face in a swift movement. I dodged the torch, but it was nothing more than a distraction.
As he moved toward me, daggers appeared out of nowhere and flew at my face. I focused on them with my mind, and they dropped to the ground. He used the torch near me – he pulled the flames up and sent them in my direction. I did not stop the fire from reaching me. I stepped in to it and allowed it to surround me. The fire warm around my senses, but not painful, I moved to meet Marcus. I swung my sword at his head. Our swords met in midair. As our swords connected, I pushed the flames away from my body and on to his. For a moment, he was consumed by the flames. Had I done it? Was that all it took? The flames disappeared and Marcus appeared out of the fire. His hair was a bit singed, but he was unharmed. His face was angry that the flames had affected him at all.
“Haven’t quite got that one mastered, yet?” I teased.
“How about this one?” he asked back.
He stepped up the speed of his physical attack. My arm twisted and bent as I worked to keep his sword from cutting in to my flesh. Around the attack, he raised a hand and a wave of darkness surrounded me. It covered my body like a dark plague. I felt my senses weaken at its dark touch. My hand threatened to drop the sword. I struggled to find Marcus through the veil of darkness. I could feel movement in front of me. I raised my sword just in time to meet his sword, but his attack sent me backward. I stumbled ungracefully. I was weakening. I worked to control the darkness, to remove it from my senses. I met another blow of Marcus’. This one sent me to the ground. The stone cracked under me as I fell.
My necklace glowed dully against my skin as I rolled and fell. It was a reminder that it was there. The glow was enough. I took control of the light and pushed against the dark. The darkness cracked and shattered around me. I instantly felt strength return to my body. I could finally see the room again. Marcus was moving in for a sharp stab. I rolled out of the way and kicked him in the knee. He didn’t seem to even feel the kick. He was oblivious to the pain.
I could sense the sword strengthening its connection with him. It was the same connection I felt with my own sword. Only, with my sword, I maintained control. Marcus, the man, was slipping away. In that moment, I realized my task. It wasn’t about killing Marcus – not entirely – it was about separating Marcus from the sword. That was the only way to win. I had to make him drop the sword.
I stepped up my attack. Every talent I had ever witnessed came through my body. I moved through the place in between. I pushed fire, water, darkness in his face, any talent I could think of I pushed in his direction, all while fighting a physical battle to make him drop the sword. Marcus met talent with talent, sword with sword. He was not easily tricked. The longer it took me to beat him, the less chance I had at winning. Each second with the sword made him stronger. I started to have trouble keeping up with him. I had my talents, but the sword had millennia of power behind it. Time was the enemy.
We circled around and around as we fought. His sword kept coming dangerously close to my face and limbs. As we fought, I felt a crawling darkness descend on the world outside. It was a darkness that made Margaret’s dark storm look sunny. The darkness threatened to swallow my friends – it threatened to end us all. Marcus was winning. I could feel it. Yet, I maintained the fight. I would not give up until I was dead. There was no other option. My necklace kept the darkness from surrounding me again. It was as if I was fighting with a second person. I was not as alone as I appeared. The feeling gave me hope.
I slashed at Marcus’ hand, at his sword – I tried everything in my arsenal to make him let go of the dark sword. It was useless. The only thing I managed to do was to keep Marcus from killing me. We were locked in a battle that could go on for centuries…or until the sword claimed total possession of Marcus. I had no idea how long that would take. I had no doubt the sword contained more power than I did. That it had given Marcus abilities he was not supposed to have was proof enough of its power. The sword was just getting warmed up.
Finally, the sword proved to me how correct I was.
Marcus overpowered me. He swiped my sword out of his way and grabbed me by the neck. He flung me back like a rag-doll. I hit the ground and skid to a stop against the opposite wall. A long track of broken rock marked the violence of the hit. Marcus flashed in front of me, using the dragon-girl’s talent of movement. His sword was already raised. The intimacy that had connected us was gone. There was only a man possessed by a sword. There was no connection to the past. He would kill me without regret.
He started to lower the sword, to cut me in two. As he did, time slowed down then stopped. My necklace no longer burned on the edge of my awareness. It was something I could not ignore. The light grew brighter. Then, while I looked at the frozen form of Marcus, his sword inches from my face, a figure stepped out of the light.
The man was young, with grey eyes and a familiar face. It was the face of the Hobo I had met in New Orleans, the man who had helped in Lorian’s prison. Only he was younger, with no beard. There was no hidden beauty. And he was beautiful – perhaps the most beautiful being I had ever seen. It was beauty that went beyond physicality. There was also power in the man; I had no doubt in my mind that he was an angel – a real one. The only other being I had ever encountered with that sort aura was Nemesis.
“I see the fight is not going well,” the man said.
I eyed Marcus’ sword, which was only inches in front of me.
“No, it’s not,” I replied.
“What are you going to do about it?” he asked.
“Well, I didn’t really have a plan,” I admitted. “He kind of got the better of me.”
“That’s no way to talk,” he said.
“You have a better idea?” I asked.
“Nemesis,” he said with a strange reluctance. “She is the only way to stop him.”
“I don’t trust her,” I said.
“Then you are wise,” he replied.
“Who are you?” I asked. “Really?”
“I am Farris,” he said.
“Farris…” I repeated.
The truth hit me. I had never known my father’s name. Ellen had never even thought it around me. But I knew who he was. I knew the sound of his voice and the way his grey eyes buried in to my soul. I could no longer deny the truth.
“You are my father, aren’t you?” I asked.
“Yes…” Farris replied. “Call Nemesis. And…be prepared for what is next.”
“What is that?” I asked.
He smiled at me and disappeared. Before the light had even faded, time was moving again. Marcus continued the downward path he had begun before the light had taken over the world. The sword did not have far to go. Though time had sped up, I felt the seconds stretch out. I had time. There was always time. I felt the black sword touch me just under the chin. Blood formed. The darkness of the sword swam through my veins. I rolled and the sword moved beyond my neck to the ground on the other side. Marcus, frustrated it was taking me so long to die, kicked out at me. I blocked the kick, but it was only a distraction. He raised the sword and pushed it in to my armor. I looked down at the sword in shock. I was not harmed. The sword had not gone all the way through to my heart. One of Farrah’s rose petals had stopped it. The roses were stronger than they looked. I took a deep breath and rolled again. Marcus grabbed the sword from my armor as I rolled. He raised the sword again, this time at my head. Before it could connect, I walked in to the place in-between. I reappeared on the opposite side of the room, near one of the arches. Before Marcus could turn to face me, I called out.
“Nemesis!” I called.
There was a startled pause in which Marcus tried to figure out why I would call such a name in the middle of our battle. The sword had a different reaction. I felt the fear and anger combine. It knew my reason. It tried to urge Marcus to move, to kill me quickly. Marcus’ confusion stopped him from obeying right away.
Then there was the sound of large wings against the stagnant air. The roof of our room was torn away. Nemesis appeared in its place. She was unchanged. Her black wings took up much of the space where the roof had disappeared, and her eyes were covered by a black cloth. Her black hair circled her dress to the point that it was impossible to figure out where the dress ended and the hair began. She moved away from the roof and landed in front of me. She was taller, taller than any being I had ever seen. She folded her wings up and looked down at me.
“Why have you called my name?” Nemesis asked in her choral voice.
“A favor for a favor…” I said. “Destroy the sword.”
“I cannot,” Nemesis said.
“I thought…”
“Unmaking the sword has always been the task of those who are in-between the world of angels and the world of man,” Nemesis added. “They have long failed at this task set before them. I can, however, take the life of the man.”
Marcus was staring at her in strange stillness. I was not sure if was using some power on him that I was not aware of, or if he was shocked to see an angel in the flesh. I was grateful either way.
Her words left me with a strange feeling in my stomach. Asking her to take his life felt different than fighting him for the right to end it. She would not fight him in the truest sense of the word – she would take what was hers. I had no doubt she would win. But Marcus controlled the sword. Would that give him an edge? As long as he held the sword, the world was doomed. I couldn’t let that happen. If I had to sacrifice the honor of the fight, I would do it. There was no other way to win. It wasn’t an easy choice, but it was a choice all the same.
“Fine,” I replied.
Nemesis turned away from me and looked at Marcus. She inhaled sharply then exhaled. On the exhale, she let out a soul-deadening scream. It was not directed at me. If it had, I would have been killed. I put my hands over my ears regardless. Marcus fought against the scream, the sword giving him extra powers to resist her scream, but it was not enough. Nemesis walked across the space separating them as she screamed. When she reached him, she reached out and touched Marcus on the head.
Marcus finally stopped fighting, and his body turned pale. The paleness lasted for a brief second. Then his whole body went through a slow transformation. Starting from his feet to his head, his body turned to ash. The last thing to turn to ash was his face. He looked at me with uncharted longing and desire before it dissolved. He had really thought we were destined to rule the world together. He thought our powers combined would bring him everything he had desired. He had never considered an alternative. His yellow eyes were also panicked. He had feared death for so long – now, it was facing him down. He could not fight it. Death had found him in the end.
His face finally dissolved, and the ash blew away. The sword he had been holding dropped to the ground with a solid sound I would remember forever. It was the sound of finally being out from under the fear. The darkness receded from the fight. We were free. I was free.
Freedom was fleeting.
Nemesis turned to me. Her bound eyes burned in to my soul.
“Do you now forfeit your life in exchange for his?” she asked.
“Wh-what?” I asked.
“A favor for a favor,” she replied.
“I thought you owed me?” I asked.
“I did. I brought back your love, Daniel,” she said.
“I didn’t ask you to do that,” I said.
“But it was asked for in your stead, by Farris,” she said. “He is your father. He had the right to make the trade, so it was made.”
“But that wasn’t my choice!” I argued.
“Would you forfeit Daniel’s life then?” she asked. “I can undo what was done. He can be your payment for the life I just took.”
I realized what the voices I heard in the cave had meant. Farris had bargained with her, and Nemesis had brought Daniel back to me as payment for rescuing her from the dark. I was not sure if that made me angry with my father or happy he had thought enough of Daniel to bring him back to me. I knew that there was no backing out. I did not want Daniel to suffer for the bargain I had just made.
“No!” I said. “You can take me. But let me destroy the sword first…if only one of my kind can do it, then let it be me.”
“Fair trade,” Nemesis agreed.
I walked over to the sword. The seconds separating me from its destruction were the same seconds that separated me from life and death. As I walked over to it, I wondered why Farrah had not just destroyed the sword…or used it to get her brothers to stop fighting. I wondered why anyone, if they had the ability to destroy such darkness, would not. It was too dangerous to leave such a weapon in the world. Their fear of the sword had almost ended the world.
I bent down and took the black blade in to my hand. It was cold and warm in the same moment – electric, like taking the hand of a Watcher. There was an alien awareness. There was evil that went beyond simple lust for death. It was evil that searched out suffering. It was evil that wanted the chance to bring uncharted suffering to the world. The sword was conscious; it was alive. It had been locked away too long – it was eager for life and ultimate death of others. It wanted blood.
At the touch, I felt the evil work through my veins. It was hard to resist the call. It appealed to my Watcher nature – the part of me that found anger and violence easily. It was the part of me that enjoyed killing, when I knew I shouldn’t. It was the part that I had kept hidden in the back of my mind, carefully concealed by hope, love and the people I cared for the most.
I never realized until that moment how much a part of me the anger had always been. There was no hiding from that truth. I was a violent person. I was geared for bloodshed. I was born to this life; I had embraced it before most even knew they were different. The changes that had happened to me before my birthday were proof I was meant for this type of thing. I had been hiding from the truth for as long as I had been alive. It was time to stop hiding.
My hand tightened on the sword. I could feel its power building inside me. It was power the likes I had never felt before. It whispered more dark truths in my ear.
I could create worlds – I could end them. I could do whatever I wanted to. Not even Nemesis could stop me. I could kill her – she was not the threat to me that she had been to Marcus. Marcus had been weak. He had not held the natural ability I held. He had not been born of Farrah’s bloodline; he was not the evolution of our kind. He did not know the true expanse of ability and power I held. With the sword, I could take on heaven and hell and emerge victorious. And I would. I would.
The necklace burned white-hot against my skin. It hurt. It was a reminder of something else in my life…Farris. He was trying to warn me. Farris was not the reminder I wanted. He had let me down in a dozen ways. He had let Ellen down. He was weak, foolish. I pulled the necklace off my neck. It hit the floor, and the light died down.
I turned to Nemesis, a white haze clouding my vision. I had lost control. Her expression had not changed, though I knew she could tell the sword was working its way through my thoughts and body. She was curious about what I would do. She was well aware it might come to a fight she would lose. She was willing to take on that fight. It was her duty.
As I looked at her, I thought of the last promise that had been made to her. Farrah had given Nemesis her life in exchange for stopping Lorian and Darian. She had given up her life in the hopes that her love, Jacob, and her child would have a better life. Nemesis had failed Farrah. She had failed the world with her failure. We had all suffered because Nemesis was too weak to kill the brothers. She would pay for her failure.
I took a step forward. As I did, my ring burned with electricity I found familiar.
It was a reminder of Daniel. The sword had worked hard to keep him from my mind. Daniel was a bright light in the quickly darkening world. He would be crushed by the violence I felt like unleashing. He would never love me in the same way; I would never love him in the same way. I would be a god – he would be another weakling to crush under my boot. He would never be able to look at me in adoration, surprise or hope. We would be strangers...until I killed him. I would be alone with only the sword as company.
The sword tried to whisper that was not such a bad fate – it was good company to keep. There were rewards beyond my imagining. There was payment and bliss beyond a boy and the looks he could give me. But ‘payment’ was not a fate I wanted. I spent my life protecting people, not crushing them because they disobeyed my will. That was not me.
My mind started to pull away from the darkness that was clouding it. It struggled to find the light.
The sword was growing desperate. It tried to whisper more truths in my ear. It reminded me of the power, of the freedom we would share together. It reminded me of the power building up inside me. I shied away from that logic. I took a step back from Nemesis, realizing why no one had dared destroy the sword. It was powerful. Its dark pull was strong. No one had thought themselves capable of destroying something so completely determined to rule the world. But, then, they were not as stubborn as I was.
I closed my eyes and let the full expanse of the power of my mind circle my thoughts. It was the power of the sword and the power of the change combined. I was no longer afraid of what it could do. I took the power and let it build. It built until my whole body actually shook with the force. Then, I directed all that power on to the sword. I put the full crushing weight of my mind on to the sword. I focused on its destruction. I focused on the end of the darkness.
The sword actually screamed. It was a terrifying, high-pitched sound that made my ears bleed from the noise. It was the sound of evil stepping in to the light. Nothing happened for a short second after the scream then the sword started to glow with a white light. The glow surrounded the dark steel. The steel rippled for a second and broke in to a thousand pieces. Those pieces then caught on fire and dissolved in to ash.
As the sword broke apart, a bright force of light knocked me off my feet. The light rippled up through the open roof, to the fight above and onwards. It was the power of my mind; it had completed its task of destroying the sword and was searching for new darkness to face. It would go far.
The light gave me hope. I had done it. Not only had I beaten Marcus – the man of my nightmares – I had beaten the sword. I had found strength I thought I would never find.
It was finished.
My satisfaction was fleeting. Nemesis stepped over to me. Her expression showed surprise but also determination. My time was come. I had a debt to pay.
I would pay it happily…if it meant Daniel and the others lived. It was not a hard decision to make. My only regret was that I wouldn’t see him again – I wouldn’t get the chance to say ‘goodbye.’ I just hoped he would know what I had done for him…and how much he had saved me in my final moments.
 




Chapter 23
 

I felt drained, totally exhausted.
Destroying the sword had taken all of my strength. All I could do was lay there and wait for Nemesis to take me. I waited expectantly, wondering if it would hurt. Nemesis finally turned away from me and looked toward the arch I had initially stepped through to face down Marcus. I couldn’t see what she saw, but I felt another person standing there.
“You are right,” Nemesis said. “No other could have done what she did. She was brave and strong. I will agree to your terms.”
“I thought you might,” the historian said.
Though I was exhausted, I found the strength to lift my head. The torches had gone out with the force of light and the explosion of the sword, but I could still see. The historian was looking at me proudly. Her multi-colored eyes were aware of the battle I had just gone through. Her look told me she had never been so satisfied with a person in her entire life. I had done the unthinkable. Her trust in me had not been flawed.
“What terms?” I asked the historian.
“My life, instead of yours,” the historian said.
“No!” I said.
“You played your part…you did something that not even Farrah dared do,” the historian said. “Farrah feared the sword. You were stronger than she was. You have earned the right to live your life as happily as you can…and I hope that you will live it well.”
“Please,” I said. “I take responsibility for my actions. I will go…”
The historian held up her hand.
“This is what I should have done in the first place,” the historian said. “It should have been me, not Farrah, to make the original bargain with Nemesis. I should have been braver. I am not scared any more.”
The historian held out her hand to Nemesis. Nemesis took it gently, her expression soft. Nemesis was not above compassion.
“No!” I said.
The historian smiled at me. I had never seen her look so peaceful. There was no past weighing her down; there was just the dignity of the present. Nemesis’ hand tightened on the historian’s hand. The smile still on her lips, the historian fell to the ground. The light left her eyes, and Nemesis lowered her head.
“It is finished,” Nemesis said.
Nemesis bent down and picked the historian up. She stretched out her black wings and took flight with a sound that made my ears ache. Another flap later, and my mentor – my friend – was gone.
The historian had given up her life for me.
I felt my tears leak over and spill out on to the floor. They were simple tears, salt and water, but they were no less strong with their emotion. The historian was really gone. Everything had changed with my descent in to the city Farrah and the brothers had once called home. My whole world was different.
I stayed in the same spot for a long time, trying to find the strength to move. All I wanted to do was sleep…sleep until I had found my strength again…until the thought of losing the historian, and probably many others from the battle, did not hurt so much.
There were still things to do, however. My task was not as complete as I wanted it to be. The last I had seen of my friends, they had been ambushed by an army of Nightstalkers. I had to know if they were still alive…I had to help them if I could. I could find the strength for that.
I wiped away my tears and focused on what I had to do. I had to go back to the fight. I picked up the necklace I had dropped and wrapped it in my hand. Then, I felt the weak pull of the darkness. With effort, I managed to fall in to the world in-between. As I moved in to the moving darkness, I heard a voice.
I am proud of you….
The voice was full of passion. It was the voice of my father. I felt it was the last time I would ever hear it. My task was done. So was his. Whatever protection he felt I needed before was no longer necessary.
The darkness passed. I fell back out of the place in-between. My landing was not graceful. I hit the sand hard and rolled. I did not get up. The strength to do so had abandoned me.
I could tell where I was despite my prone position. I was on the battlefield. The battle was over. There were no sounds of fighting, just the sound of the injured crying out for the pain to end.
It took me a second to realize a strange truth. There were no Nightstalkers anywhere. There were naked people, who could have been Nightstalkers at one point, but the field was deserted of beasts of any kind. Many of the naked people did not move, but there were plenty who did. Many of the naked Watchers poked and prodded at their skin in a dumbfounded way. Others sat and cried. I saw Anna hugging a large man with dark features; the man she had professed to love was no longer a Nightstalker. At first, no one looked at me twice. Then, I heard a call.
“Clare! It’s Clare! She’s here!”
I looked up and saw Alex, her blonde hair flying out behind her as she ran toward me. When she reached me, she hugged me tight. I couldn’t move my arms to hug her back. My body wouldn’t respond the way I wanted it to.
“Are you okay? What happened?” Alex asked, inspecting me for wounds.
Her hand moved to the scratch on my neck, where red blood had formed around the wound. I could feel that it had not healed the way it was supposed to. The dark magic of the sword had made the wound tougher than most. I would have a scar. It would be a reminder of what I had just gone through. I felt the tears threaten again as I thought about what had happened and the sacrifice the historian had made for my sake.
“We won…” I said.
Alex’s x-ray eyes knew there was more to the story than those two words. The cost of winning had been great. She put a hand of comfort on my cheek and looked up to something beyond my range of sight.
“Daniel is here,” she told me.
I was transferred to Daniel’s arms in one fluid motion. He wrapped his arms around me, and his face swam in to view. His green eyes were worried. He, like Alex, wore clothing that didn’t fit him properly. He was unhurt, though dirty. He was alive. He had won his fight as well.
“Are you okay?” Daniel asked.
“Dandy,” I said in a weak voice. “How are you?”
“Curious,” he admitted.
“About what?”
“What happened, for one,” he said. “And why you’re not moving for another.”
“I’m tired,” I told him. “I’ve had a very busy day.”
“We all have, I think,” Reaper added, stepping in to view.
His armor was covered in blood and dirt, but his silver eyes were very bright. He was still wrapped up in the success of the fight.
“Hey, Reaper,” I said.
“Hey, Clare,” Reaper said. “We were worried about you.”
“You were?” I asked.
“Well, you did take a nosedive out of a tower,” Daniel replied. “Then the sky darkened unlike anything I’ve ever seen…then, there was this light. It was warm and felt like you.”
“Are you the reason all the Nightstalkers are suddenly human again?” Reaper asked.
“Could be,” I said. “How’d it happen?”
“That light…It knocked us all on our asses,” Daniel said. “When we got back up, we were normal again. Everyone was. Then, the light kept moving. It’s probably still moving.”
“Oh,” I said. “Yeah. That was me.”
The others looked at me in shock. I finally found the strength to move. I raised a hand and put it on Daniel’s cheek. He smiled at the touch, his shock disappearing in an instant.
“One day, I’m going to tell you how you helped me down there…but right now, I’m going to sleep,” I said.
“Okay,” Daniel replied. “I’ll be here when you wake up.”
“I know,” I said.
Daniel kissed me lightly, and I felt the pull of sleep drag me down. For the first time since the change, I allowed the sleep to take me. Darkness, warm and complete, filled my senses. It was bliss.
 

When I woke up, I was in a leafy paradise. The air was warm and wet. We were in the jungle again. Outside, I could hear the sounds of people moving and talking in low voices. I recognized the voices of my family. I recognized other voices – voices of the Saints who had survived the battle. I took a long moment to listen to the sounds of humanity. The weight of the fight with Marcus was still on my chest, but I felt better hearing proof of life. It would take time to fully come to grips with what had happened in that buried city, but I knew I would not have to face it alone.
The second my eyes opened, I felt a hand move to my shoulder. Daniel was in the leaf-made room with me. He was awake and his green eyes were bright with happy energy. He was glad to see me awake.
“I thought you were never going to wake up,” he said.
“How long has it been?” I asked.
“Four days,” he replied.
“Oh,” I said.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
“I’m…Ask me tomorrow,” I decided.
“I will,” Daniel replied.
“The historian is dead…” I said.
Daniel’s eyes were sad.
“We thought as much. We couldn’t find her body,” Daniel said after a moment.
“Nemesis took her,” I said.
Daniel was curious at the admission, but he did not press for details. I refocused on him and the fact four days had passed. I knew it couldn’t have been an easy four days.
“Anything interesting happen while I was out?” I asked.
“Not unless you count burning the dead, destroying the tower, hiding the city you fought Marcus in and recovering from our injuries ‘interesting,’” Daniel replied.
“It’s better than the alternative,” I said.
“True,” he said.
“What about the others?” I asked. “How many others did we lose?”
“Not as many as you think,” Daniel replied. “Would you like to see for yourself?”
Daniel knew the others would bring me happiness. I needed proof of life. I nodded, and Daniel’s hand moved to mine. He helped me stand. For the first time, I realized my clothes had been changed. I was wearing jeans and a t-shirt, clothes that were more comfortable than armor. My necklace was back around my neck. It welcomed me back to consciousness with dull warmth. My ring also hummed with electrical warmth. Both had helped me in the dark. Daniel pushed back the vine-made door.
Ellen, Naomi and Sam were sitting directly outside my vine house. Naomi whacked Ellen on the arm when she saw me and pointed. Ellen had been focused on my grandfather’s book. She was lost in the words he had left her. She pulled away from the words the moment she saw me. They both jumped out of their chairs and hugged me at the same time. I wrapped my arms around them and felt the weight of the fight leave me. For the first time in my life, I could be certain that Ellen would never be hunted again. She was free to live her life…finally. She would no longer have to run because of me.
Sam hugged me next. His hug was fierce and genuine. I could tell he realized that Ellen was finally free as well. That fact had not escaped him. He was smart enough to realize the fight went beyond the present.
When Sam let me go, I saw that the platform of my room was surrounded. People were hanging out, waiting for me to wake up. Reaper, Alex, Margaret, Jackson, Han, Beatrice and the rest of Reaper’s generals were sitting in a semi-circle on the floor around Sam, Ellen and Naomi’s chairs. Twitch was on Margaret’s lap reading a book, while Cora and Ethan held hands next to Alex, who was at Sam’s feet. Sprint and Spider sat closest to Ellen.
Anna and a large group of people I didn’t recognize were down below, while other Watchers were in trees, on the stairs, anywhere they could find space. The people I had led in to the tower were closest. Ileana and Mick were directly behind Reaper. Fiona was hanging from vine-made hammock above us. The only person I didn’t see in the mix was Serenity. Her golden eyes were not among the many eye colors of the people staring at me. The stares of the people around me were full of awe and respect. It didn’t unsettle me as much as it would have a week ago.
“Were you all waiting on me to wake up?” I teased them.
“We didn’t want to celebrate until we knew you were safe,” Jackson said.
“So, what you’re saying is that I was keeping you all from a party?” I asked.
“Yeah, I guess I am,” Jackson said.
“Well, let’s party then!” I said.
The others cheered and Spider turned on the radio. Music circled the clearing. People started dancing and talking loudly. The people I was closest to, my friends and family, eyed me with a mixture of awe, relief and happiness. They all had things they wanted to say – they all wanted to understand what had happened. I had a question of my own.
“Eli?” I asked.
Spider sighed. “He’s gone. We had his funeral already…”
“Oh. I’m sorry,” I said.
My eyes moved to Alex. Her eyes were incredibly sad. Reaper refused to look at her. I could tell that little had changed between them with Eli’s death – I felt that more of a distance had formed. They were further apart than before the fight had started. Eli was still a wedge between them, despite his death.
“I guess Eli cared after all,” Spider said in a low voice.
“Of course he did,” I replied. “He was just searching for his own way…he just made the mistake of not including you while he searched.”
There was a pause of silence in which everyone contemplated my words. The silence was broken by a question from Alex. She was the only one brave enough to ask what they were all thinking.
“What happened once you got inside the tower?” she asked. “They said you ran up the stairs and…then we saw you fall. Then, the historian disappeared…”
I took a deep breath then shared my story. They listened quietly over the sounds of music and partying of the others. When I told them about destroying the sword, their mouths dropped open. Sounds of shock filled the clearing. They couldn’t believe I had found the power to destroy it. I couldn’t believe it either. When I told them about the historian and Nemesis, they were sad. Their sadness was my sadness. The historian had given up so much for me. It was a heavier burden than all the lives I had taken in battle.
“All this because Marcus thought you two were destined to rule the world together?” Alex asked when I finished. “That you were reincarnated lovers?”
“Yeah,” I agreed.
“That man should have checked in with reality,” Alex said. “He could have saved us a lot of grief.”
Everyone laughed.
“Well, it’s over now,” Reaper said. “We can finally move on.”
“What happens to the Saints?” I asked. “What do you do now that all the bad guys are gone?”
Reaper shrugged.
“I haven’t thought about it,” Reaper said. “But I think there will always be people out there who need help. The end of the war, and Marcus’ death, changes our world forever, but that doesn’t mean people who would harm others have disappeared entirely. The world moves on…Watchers don’t change that much.”
“So, you stay vigilant?” I asked.
“Well, maybe a little less vigilant,” Reaper said. “I could do with some time to relax. A vacation would be nice. But as long as people need a home, a family, they will find it with Saints.”
“Han and I were discussing this, actually,” Beatrice said. “We have a wonderful opportunity to rebuild our house in King’s Cross, and we thought that perhaps your Saints could use some of our space.”
“There are quite a few of us,” Reaper pointed out. “Many will stay…the Saints is the only family they’ve known.”
“We like big houses,” Beatrice pointed out. “And we love having lots of people around, so long as we have our tower to experiment in. You don’t have to decide now, but I can assure you privacy and all the science you can handle.”
I saw Reaper’s eyes brighten with her offer. She was offering him more than she knew – the chance to have parents in his life, the chance for all of the Saints to have parent-like figures. It was something they all craved, even if they did not say it aloud.
“I’ll think about it,” Reaper said, though I sensed him already planning a move to King’s Cross.
The idea of the Saints being in King’s Cross set well with me. Daniel and I would settle there as well…Our house was waiting for us. It would be nice to have friends we trusted with our lives so near.
I looked around the others to see how they felt. King, Preacher, River, Sara, Shawn, and Moira all appeared to have no problem with the offer. A place in King’s Cross would have peace. They could all do with peace.
My eyes moved beyond them to the others. I knew many of the Saints would leave to find their own way, to pick up their lives, but most would stay. They had formed a place within the Saints. That didn’t change just because Marcus was gone. If anything, it made it easier to settle.
As I looked at the Watchers around me, Anna caught my eye again. I knew she would not stay. Her place, and the place of many of the Nightstalkers who were now human, was a place without walls. They were wanderers by nature; they had not changed that much with the return to humanity. I eyed her group curiously. There was a mystery I could not explain. How permanent was the change back?
“What happened to the Nightstalkers?” I asked. “You said they all changed back…but is that for good…or?”
“The ones you didn’t share your blood with seem to not be able to change between forms any longer,” Daniel said. “Those of us who did share your blood can still shift.”
“Strange…” I said.
“You should know that the light made its way around the world,” Daniel added. “Reaper has his people out, and they are all reporting the same thing. The Nightstalkers on the battlefield were not the only ones to be changed. You changed them all. And the dead Watchers terrorizing people disappeared with the light. Even the illness plaguing people stopped. It was as if the light directly reversed the deeds Marcus had done to wake the sword.”
“Really?” I asked.
Everyone nodded at me. The world was still changed. There was no undoing the past. The attacks, the dead Watchers, the illness would be on everyone’s mind. People would be searching for answers to the madness. There would be a process of healing. But then people were notoriously good at adapting. They would survive. And that’s all that really mattered.
“There have been no new reports of the illness in four days, and people are starting to be able to recover from the sickness,” Beatrice added. “Even our experiments were destroyed.”
“That’s good news,” I said.
“The question is what the rest of us do now,” Daniel said.
“Whatever we want,” I said.
“Great…because I really want a shower and a hot meal and a warm bed and my pajamas,” Naomi said.
“And I want pickles with fish and Pop-tarts,” Ellen said.
“Gross,” I said.
“And I want a home with all of you.”
We all turned to stare at Twitch. His eyes were on me. He had had never looked happier. His words were soft and perfect; they mirrored his thoughts completely. It was the first words I had ever heard him speak.
“Man…I knew you were pretending,” Spider complained. “All this time…”
“Yeah, Tiny Tim, what gives?” I asked.
Twitch giggled mischievously, and I felt a smile stretch across my face. A home was exactly what we had created together. Despite wherever we went next, I knew we would never truly be separated. I had friends and family that would last for as long as I did. My ability to walk the space in-between meant that I would be able to see them whenever I wanted. Distance meant little. It was an idea I took comfort in.
The party swirled around us and less serious matters surrounded our conversation. After a couple of hours of talking, it was decided we would start moving the camp. People who wanted to go their own way would be taken wherever in the world they wanted to go. Those who were staying would be taken to King’s Cross. Reaper had made up his mind – he would accept Han and Beatrice’s offer. As Sara and Shawn started ferrying people across the globe and the camp emptied of the less serious members of the Saints, Alex walked away from the gathering. Reaper had disappeared, to oversee the departure of the others and to wish them luck wherever they were headed.
I squeezed Daniel’s hand briefly, to let him know I was going to follow her. He smiled and nodded knowingly. He let me go and focused on the conversation he was having with Han and Spider about something called the ‘photoelectric effect.’
I found Alex in a tree. She was sitting on a large branch that overlooked a large clearing below. Reaper was below, doing his best to keep from noticing her. The struggle was obvious in his eyes. Her blue eyes were sad as she looked down at him. The distance between them was painful; she could not hide the pain any longer. Eli’s death had made the pain harder to hide. When I sat next to her, she put her head on my shoulder.
“I lost him,” she said after a moment of silence.
“Reaper or Eli?” I asked.
She sighed.
“I hate when you try to be psychological,” she said. “You suck at it.”
“I know,” I said. “It’s fuzzy science.”
“You just don’t like it ‘cause you can’t perfect it,” she replied.
“I can, however, tell when someone is trying to change the subject,” I said.
Alex didn’t reply.
“What are you so afraid of?” I asked.
She didn’t seem to know how to put her emotions in to words.
I patted the tree we were on.
“You are already out on a limb…what’s the harm in jumping?” I asked.
She smiled and shook her head.
“You are such a dork,” she told me.
“Yeah,” I agreed.
Her expression hardened, and her eyes narrowed as she thought about what I was saying. A light took hold of her blue eyes – a light I knew was dangerous. I had woken something up in her.
“But you’re right. I’m tired of this…”
She jumped up and made her way to the clearing below. Reaper saw her coming, but he was not quick enough to escape her purposeful march. A Watcher had distracted him from the danger descending. Alex stopped directly in front of him, shooing the person Reaper had been talking to away with a hand gesture. The person didn’t try to argue – he was wise enough to back away while he had the chance.
“Reaper…” Alex said. “Do you like me?”
Reaper was angry at her question. His silver eyes brightened with emotion he had been carefully hiding.
“That doesn’t matter,” he said.
“Why not?” Alex said.
“That doesn’t matter either,” Reaper said.
“Yes it does,” Alex said. “Tell me. I have a right to know.”
Reaper crossed his arms defensively. The hurt was apparent around his aggressive stance.
“Because you made your choice in Eli,” Reaper said. “You are not going to choose me as second best. I am not going to be the guy you come to just because you don’t want to be alone. You wanted to be with him. If you wanted to be with me, you would have chosen me. It’s too late for take-backs.”
Reaper started to walk away, but Alex wasn’t having it. Alex’s hands moved to her hips, a dangerous sign.
“Reaper! Get back here before I get mad!” she yelled.
Reaper stopped walking. He knew better than to argue with that threat. It wasn’t the fact that she could still turn in to a Nightstalker that urged him to obey. Alex without the Nightstalker was dangerous enough. He turned around to face her, his expression dominated by irritation. He just wanted to be done with the argument, so he could move on.
“And what are you basing all this on?” Alex asked.
“That day you were coming up the stairs,” Reaper said. “I could tell you had been with him from the way you were touching him.”
“With him!” Alex scoffed.
“There was a level of intimacy there,” Reaper said. “You’re not the only one who can read people.”
“You don’t know a thing!” Alex said. “I had just finished telling him that we couldn’t be together, because I am in love with you! Unlike you, he was adult enough to decide that we could still be friends!”
Reaper’s eyes had widened with her admission. “But the joining…”
“I want you!” Alex said, totally frustrated that he wasn’t getting it. “All that matters is if you want me back!”
A smile dawned on Reaper’s handsome face at her words; a smile I knew was the answer Alex was searching for. He crossed the space separating them and kissed her, wrapping his arms around her body as he did. Alex threw her arms around his neck and kissed him back. The passion in their kiss was overwhelming.
“Halle-freaking-lujah!” I yelled down to them.
Reaper flipped me off, while Alex ignored me entirely. She was too busy kissing the man she loved.
Daniel sat down next to me. He took my hand and smiled at the sight of them. They finished their kiss and then, hand-in-hand, they went off in to the jungle to talk and continue their kissing in private.
“Do you think they joined?” Daniel asked when they were gone.
“Does it really matter?” I asked back.
Daniel’s smile grew.
“Nope.”
We sat in silence for a moment. The silence was welcome, but I spent the whole of it thinking of the battle, catching up to the events that had changed my life forever. Marcus’ expression before he had faded to ash circled my mind. Daniel spoke again.
“How close did you come to giving in?” Daniel asked.
He meant with the sword. He could tell I had held that part of the story back. It was not something I wanted to admit to everyone.
“I did give in,” I said. “I was ready to kill everyone in my way.”
“Why didn’t you?” he asked.
“You,” I replied. “I thought you wouldn’t love me if I was a monster.”
“I would love you even then…”
“But you would put me out of my misery, right?” I asked.
Daniel smiled archly.
“Maybe,” he said.
“There’s no ‘maybe,’” I said. “Would you or would you not kill me if I turned in to a monster?”
“Define ‘monster,’” Daniel said.
“You know, ‘evil-scary-rawr!’” I said.
Daniel pulled me to my feet. He laughed at my description.
“I’m going to need a better definition than that,” Daniel replied.
Arguing over the definition, and his inability to answer a simple question, we made our slow way back to the others. Our hands were linked – a link that would never break. Our argument and our competitiveness filled the air between us.
For once, I was not a girl destined to be the most powerful Watcher in the world, and he was not the boy who would turn in to a Nightstalker. There were no questions about our future or about my abilities. We were just two people crazy in love.
We just were.
 




Epilogue
 

When everyone who was leaving had left the camp, Ellen made an announcement. We were all gathered around her. Alex and Reaper were holding hands; they had finished their conversation in the woods. Alex was happier than I had seen her since I had been reunited with them in New York. The others were around us, enjoying the party that was still raging.
Ellen stood up and held her hands out to Sam. He stood as well. Their thoughts were swirling with love and emotional fervor. I knew her announcement was no small thing.
“Sam and I decided that we would like to get married soon…” Ellen said. “So, I’ve decided we’re going to have a service today. Naomi will be officiating. I want you all to be there.”
“Naomi isn’t a preacher,” I said.
“I got my license online,” Naomi corrected me.
“Don’t you want to get married somewhere more romantic?” I asked.
Ellen shrugged.
“I just want to get married wherever Sam is,” Ellen said.
Sam beamed at her.
“Awww…” I said. “But seriously, what about France?”
“France?” Ellen asked Sam.
“Paris would be amazing. It is the city of love, after all,” Sam replied.
“I know just the place,” Daniel replied. “If that’s what you want.”
Sam and Ellen exchanged a look that said volumes. Getting married in France would more than exceed their expectations. It was perfect. They nodded at us, their expressions excited. I was just as excited. I was eager to see Ellen married and settled. I was eager to know she would be okay.
I held out my hands to my family. They all took my hands without hesitation. They were ready to leave the jungle; they were ready to be somewhere with running water and real food. After Daniel shared the location with Sara and Shawn, the others closest to us took their hands. I flashed in to the world of darkness as easily as breathing.
When we came back out in to the light, we were in a city I had never seen before. The buildings were a mixture of old and new. There was history, a magnetic quality to the feeling of the city. The Eiffel Tower was in the distance. Our area of town was full of condos and penthouses. There were storm clouds surrounding the city, but I knew Margaret would keep them at bay. She would not let the rain ruin the impending wedding. We had touched down on the top of a large building. It was the roof of an apartment. The interior of the apartment was elegant and full of warm colors and rich textures. I thought I recognized the decorator. The others looked around the apartment curiously. Beatrice and Han looked less curious. They had seen the building before.
“I forgot you keep a place in Paris,” Beatrice said to Daniel when we landed.
Daniel looked at me, expecting I would chastise him for not telling me about the apartment. I had bigger issues in mind. I contemplated the barren roof for a moment. Fiona’s talent circled through my mind, and I realized it was exactly what we needed. Paris was covered in grey. We needed color. I focused then felt a strange sensation of growth move through my body. All at once, the roof exploded in to color. I urged the flowers to grow everywhere, even up the tables near the door and along the railing separating the edge from the long fall down. Small trees appeared out of nothing and soon we were standing in a garden, instead of on a roof. I created an archway near the edge of the roof – the perfect spot to get married. Ellen’s eyes grew large at the paradise I had created for her.
Alex was less impressed with the garden. She was serious about the situation facing us. She wasn’t going to let them have a wedding without it being spectacular. Plans, plotting and a desire to have everything perfect ran through her head.
“Showers are in order for everyone,” Alex said. “No smelling bad at the wedding. Margaret…we need to go shopping. We need wedding clothes…we need food…and a cake! Definitely a cake!”
Alex grabbed Margaret and Ellen’s hands and forced them inside to plot shopping and other nefarious deeds of the occasion. Sam shrugged at me, a smile on his face, and followed them inside. Naomi took Sam’s arm and the pair started talking. I knew Naomi would keep him occupied while the others shopped. I also knew that Alex would create a true wedding for them. She would make the joining of our families as perfect as possible. Reaper and the others were content to settle on the outside and wait for the wedding to start. We all sat and talked, until Alex came back from shopping and ordered us all to take showers.
It didn’t take them – Alex – very long to get things in order; an hour at the most. Then, it was time.
Daniel and Reaper stood with Sam. Naomi stood next to Sam. I waited inside with Ellen and Alex. We had showered and smelled better than we had in days. It felt good to be clean. Better than I thought it could ever feel. I had washed away more than the dirt. I had washed away some of the hurt of the past. I had washed away the immediacy of the memories.
Ellen held on to my arm as we waited. I heard the sound of the baby inside her. I took comfort in the fast heartbeat that filled my ears. Ellen’s thoughts were a whirlwind of emotion. None of the emotion doubted her marriage to Sam. Most of it was worry for Alex and me. She wanted to know that we would be okay. She wanted to know that we were not going to go our separate ways and never see each other. She worried the marriage would put distance between us.
“We’re going to be fine, Mom,” I said. “And I promise to come visit you as often as you can stand.”
Ellen smiled at my words.
“That’s everyday…” she said.
“Then every single day,” I promised. “Until you get sick of me.”
“Never!” she exclaimed.
I smiled and kissed her on the cheek. Then, Margaret opened the door to the outside. Moira and King played a wedding march for us on guitar and violin. The song was perfect and sweet. I walked Ellen down the aisle then stood next to her. Alex stood on my other side. Moira and King stopped their playing, and Naomi smiled at us. The others in the crowd watched with goofy smiles on their faces.
“We’re gathered here today to marry off Sam and Ellen,” Naomi said. “Their love will bind them and carry them through their years together. Their love will join their families and create a unity that builds up a new family with all of us…”
My eyes shifted to Daniel as she spoke. He was staring at me with a warm expression on his face. Her words flooded over me, and I felt as if she was talking to Daniel and me, instead of Ellen and Sam. Her words created a spark of understanding between Daniel and me.
Naomi went through her whole speech, throwing in personal touches. She was emotional at times, but said all the perfect things to give Ellen and Sam a proper sendoff in to marriage. Finally, they got to their vows. Daniel had rings for them. I didn’t know where he got them, but they glittered in the light as Ellen and Sam put them on. They fit perfectly. Then, their vows were done. Naomi pronounced them husband and wife. The others cheered as she presented them as Mr. and Mrs. Lawson. I cheered along with my friends, finally taking my eyes off Daniel’s.
The celebration lasted well in to the night. The others were full of warmth as they celebrated Sam and Ellen’s love, as well as the fall of Marcus. It was a night complete with happiness and good cheer. I took in their warmth happily. I was a sponge for the love.
At one point, I went outside, to catch a breath of air and collect my thoughts. I was happy for Ellen, but her marriage was strange. Ellen and I were finally no longer alone. We had come so far during our journey; so much had happened since we had moved to King’s Cross. It would take awhile to come to terms with the change. It would take time to come to terms with the idea of peace. I would have to redefine myself in many ways. Such redefinition was not easy.
I leaned against the railing, which I had covered in flowers as well, and looked out at the sparkling lights of the city. There was no denying the charm of the city. It was breathtaking, even at a distance. It reminded me of the city underground – Farrah’s city. But there was also darkness. The beauty and darkness combined resonated.
The city was still recovering from the violence, chaos and fear of the past week. People were trying to build back up normalcy after encountering such a strange, otherworldly turn of events. People were suffering; they were searching for relief from the deaths they had witnessed. They mourned. It would take time to fix everything. I realized that I wanted to be part of the repairs. I wanted to help where I could. My task of helping people had not died with Marcus. It was a task that would never leave me.
Daniel did not leave me to my pensiveness for long.
“Why the scowl?” Daniel asked lightly, leaning against the railing as well.
He clasped his hands together and looked at me. He looked amazingly handsome in the suit Alex had bought for him. More than that, he was stunning. I felt my heart flutter at the sight of him. Seeing him was a reminder than not all things were regret, pain and suffering. I would step through the regret of the past and find a new beginning. We would move on and find light…because that’s what people did.
“Just thinking about…everything,” I said. “Everything changes…”
“Eventually,” Daniel agreed.
We looked out over the city for a short moment.
“Whatever happened to Serenity?” I asked. “She wasn’t at camp.”
“She went to search out Odette,” Daniel replied. “Ileana told me. Serenity said she wanted answers. Odette shouldn’t have just allowed the council to die. It gave Marcus the confidence to move on and attack people…to draw the sword out.”
“If anyone can find Odette…it would be Serenity,” I said.
“Yes,” Daniel agreed.
“And Anna? Did you see her leave?” I asked.
“Sara took Anna and her boyfriend to Spain, I think,” Daniel said. “They seemed happy enough.”
“Oh…good,” I replied.
“Ellen and Sam are going to stay here in my place for a while,” Daniel added. “I thought they would like to honeymoon in France.”
“Who wouldn’t?” I asked.
“We’re newlyweds, too, remember?” Daniel teased. “Where would you like to honeymoon?”
“Honestly?” I asked.
“Of course.”
“Our house…in King’s Cross. I just want peace and quiet...for a while.”
“I think that’s perfect,” Daniel replied. “Tomorrow…we go home.”
I turned to him, my eyes bright with the idea. Home…
I smiled at him. The smile radiated through my whole body. I allowed for the happiness to drown out everything else. There was only this moment. Daniel looked surprised for a moment then his eyes changed to awareness; it was as if he had seen this moment. Maybe he had…I didn’t ask.
I held out my hand, and he took it. Together, we walked inside to join our family in a celebration of life. I knew it was a celebration that would continue for as long as we were alive.
 

The sky rippled angrily with dark thunderheads as we stepped out of the darkness in-between Paris, France and King’s Cross, North Carolina. The wind was bitter and cold. I felt snow in our future. It would reach us soon.
My gothic-style white house stood stark against the darkness swirling around the town. I didn’t care who saw us as I landed us on the lawn. I didn’t care if they talked. No one could argue my right to be at the house with Daniel. The windows were dark, and the house still held the feeling of abandonment, but the feeling was different. We were coming home.
Daniel and I held hands as we stepped up the lawn and over to the screened-in front porch. We were fresh from the wedding celebration; we were still wearing out wedding clothes. The celebration had lasted all night and well in to the morning. People had still been celebrating when we left. Ellen and Sam had disappeared in to the bedroom and hadn’t come out to say ‘goodbye.’ I didn’t blame them. We would be seeing them again soon enough. Our separation was not a permanent one.
Han and Beatrice were to follow our path to King’s Cross, along with Reaper, Alex and the rest of the Saints. Sara and Shawn had been preparing to bring them all to the remnants of Han and Beatrice’s house as Daniel and I had left. The kids would be staying with Han and Beatrice as well...for a little while. It had been decided over the course of the night that the kids would split their time between Santa Monica and King’s Cross. Beatrice had decided it was time the kids start to learn something more than pick pocketing and sneaking. They were to get a proper education; they would also get a proper family. Spider didn’t seem to care for the idea of a proper education, but he didn’t seem to mind being close to Daniel. I knew Han and Beatrice would be interested to see how Spider differed from his brother. I knew Spider’s intellect would give them a run for their money.
My friends and family on my mind, Daniel and I crossed the creaky front porch. Our memories of our first kiss and many conversations on the wind-swept swing haunted us as we walked. I felt, for the first time, how Ellen must have felt on returning to the house, after so long away from it. The memories prepared us for what we would find inside. This time, however, we had walked in on a place to live.
Daniel opened the door and I saw something I had not been expecting after our last visit. The house was clean; Ellen and Sam’s mess had disappeared. More, there was different furniture, furniture that reflected his elegant style. Even the paint was a different color. New pictures were on the wall; pictures that included Daniel’s family as well as mine. The picture near the kitchen was back on the wall. The guitar Daniel had bought me stood next to the door. Its rich mahogany color spoke to me – it begged to be played. The armor the historian had made for me hung in the hall off my grandfather’s study. Daniel’s armor hung next to it. My sword was on a placeholder in the living room. The house was no longer a wrapper kingdom for Sam and Ellen’s brief time living together. The house was a place that we could start making our own future…together.
“Margaret and Jackson fixed it up for me while you were asleep,” Daniel said, with a small smile.
“Oh!” I said. “I wish I could have thanked them before they left…”
Margaret and Jackson had also been looking forward to privacy. They wanted time that was their own. They had left the party early to find it. I didn’t blame them for wanting a break. It was only fair, after all the help that had given us. I knew they would be back. They always came back, according to Daniel.
“What do you think?” Daniel asked.
His emotion was in his eyes. He was worried I wouldn’t like the changes to a house I had grown to love so much. He was wrong to worry.
“I love it,” I said.
I took hold of his coat and pulled him close. He smiled his boyish smile, his eyes sparkling with his desire. His bright eyes were a contrast to his snowy skin; a piece of hair fell across his forehead, obscuring the perfection of his skin. His features had not changed since I had met him, but the way I viewed him had changed completely. We had grown together, in ways no one else could truly understand. Everything had changed…except for our love.
I kissed him passionately, one kiss of many in our new home. Through our kiss, I promised him forever. I promised him an eternity of sitting on the porch and arguments over nothing. He knew I would keep my promise. I always did.
Then, I turned to shut the door, to keep the neighbors who were spying on us from seeing too much. Despite the dark thunderheads circling dangerously overhead, and the past that still haunted us through the future, I had never been happier.
I intended to stay that way.
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