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Chapter 1
 

 I’ve been in a lot of bad situations. Situations that should have killed me by all the laws of good common sense, but, for whatever reason, hadn’t yet. I wasn’t sure if the fact I was still breathing was luck or pure random chance.
I was not fond of either.
Not so long ago, I had thought the night I had killed three people was the worst of the bad situations. It was the night I thought everything I loved would be ripped from me as quickly as my next breath. But ‘thinking’ and ‘knowing’ are two entirely different things. Thinking something will be taken from you can have the subtleties of being worse than knowing, but knowing is definitely awful. Knowing resigns you to your fate in a way that thinking never can.
The worst of the bad situations – a bad situation to end all situations – came in the form of a Watcher named Anna. During the confusion of a massive fight in New Orleans, Anna had kidnapped me. Not content with a regular kidnapping, she had knocked me out, put unbreakable chains around my wrists and feet, and had put me on a plane bound for Los Angeles. While I was incredibly fond of Los Angeles, I was not fond of being dragged there against my will.
Our destination was Lorian’s headquarters. Lorian was the leader of one side of the secret war raging around Watchers, and I was to be re-trained to serve his purpose. I didn’t know what Anna meant by ‘re-training,’ but the word left me cold. It did not bring to mind beaches and comedy clubs in Hollywood…the cold happiness on Anna’s face when she had told me about it was enough of a clue to the pain that awaited me.
I had plotted a million escapes during my flight to L.A., fighting against the chains until my wrists were raw and bruised. My efforts meant little. Anna was aware of every shift I made, sometimes even the thoughts I was having. I knew she couldn’t read my thoughts; she had just been well-trained to outthink the enemy, before they out-thought her. It was annoying, frustrating and beyond scary. How would escape ever be possible with such a person guarding me?
Anna was casual as the plane touched down on a small, private runway and even more casual as she jerked me out of my seat to get me walking. Her black eyes were thoughtful, as she forced me down the aisle. Even with her thoughtful demeanor, I knew trying to pull away from her grasp was useless; just like I was useless. There were times when I could use my powers, times when I could be strong and fight just like them, but that was when I had someone to protect. That was when I wasn’t bound only by my fate but by the fates of others. By myself, I was useless.
I blinked away the bright California sun, catching a vague hint of ocean on the horizon, before Anna forced me down the small set of stairs attached to the private jet. Directly in front of the stairs was a black Town Car idling impatiently. The windows were tinted, the paint unblemished. Without stopping to let me admire the scenery, or get my bearings, Anna pushed me in to the backseat of the car. She took her silver sword off her back as she slid in next to me and propped it on her knees; a reminder to behave myself. There was a tinted partition separating me from the driver, but the driver didn’t need instructions. As soon as Anna was inside, the driver steered the car toward the exit of the airport.
“Nice ride,” I said as we passed through a gate. “Must be nice to have a chauffeur everywhere you go.”
Anna ignored me.
I had spent the whole airplane ride trying to get a rise out of her, thinking that a fight would be better than sitting there doing nothing. I might as well have been talking to air for all the good it did me.
“Can you tell the driver to stop at Gelato Italiano? It’s the best place in L.A. for gelato,” I added.
“I’m afraid we won’t have time for any detours,” Anna said. “Besides, you don’t want to put off your re-education, do you?”
“Was that a trick question?” I asked.
“We should be there soon…You might as well relax. It will be the last time, for a long while, you will be afforded such a luxury,” Anna said.
“Where is there?” I asked.
“Somewhere outside of Los Angeles,” she said.
“North? South? West? East?”
“Don’t worry so much. We’ll get you there,” she said.
“I just like to know where I’m headed…” I smiled at her coyly. “At least they want me alive…to re-train me, or whatever it is you do. I wonder if you’ll get the same courtesy. Using me as a bargaining chip just might not pan out. I do hope you have a backup plan.”
“Be quiet!” Anna hissed. Her eyes darted to the partition separating us from the driver. The same thing had obviously been on her mind.
“I know where your precious sword went, by the way. If you promise them you can get it again, it will be a lie. You’ll die getting it,” I promised.
Anna slapped me, adding pain the multitude of injuries on my face. I had been hit so many times in the past couple of days, my face was unrecognizable. I raised my shackled hands to my now bleeding lip out of instinct.
“Speak again and I’ll make the next one count!”
“You can hit me as many times as you want, it won’t get me to do bow down to the likes of you,” I said.
She raised her hand in preparation for another blow. I tensed my body, hoping I could catch her hand and use my chains as a weapon against her, but I never got the chance. The car slowed to a stop and Anna’s door was opened from the outside.
“Lorian is waiting,” a masculine voice said from outside the door.
Our time was up.
Anna dropped her hand. Her dark eyes lost their fire, and she smiled coldly. “I’ll come visit you,” she promised in a way that turned her promise into a threat.
“Hell doesn’t need your help…” I told her.
Anna stepped out of the car, leaving me to the company of the masculine voice and mystery driver. Masculine voice bent down to look in the car.
His eyes, unlike Anna, still had color; they were dark, neon blue. He had a shaved head and a tattoo of a King of Spades on his neck. More tattoos were on his forearms. He didn’t give me long to appreciate his artwork. He reached in and yanked me out of the car, his strong hands brooking no nonsense. He started pulling me around to the back of the very large mansion we had pulled up to.
As we walked, I noticed a sharp cliff, which dropped directly off over the ocean, and a long road winding down to the exit. A chain-link fence ran down the perimeter of the property. Video cameras, protected by heavy metal coverings, were spaced at strategic intervals and, as we passed around the back of the house, I saw Watchers patrolling the perimeter around a second, smaller structure. This was a fortress; a fortress disguised as a billion-dollar home. My hands itched with the impulse to set the place on fire. It was evil. I hadn’t even gotten to the prison yet, and I could feel it. The feeling was in the very air, permeating everything that came within its reach.
The man pulling me along by my chains spoke as we got closer to the smaller structure. His voice was low, but emotionless, as if he had the same thing a hundred times.
“Do what they say and you’ll live,” he said.
“If I don’t?” I asked.
His blue eyes flashed with pleasure and pain at the same moment, as if he enjoyed my response but hated it at the same time. I could tell he was also shocked I wasn’t wasting my time demanding answers or crying for mercy. I already knew where I was headed. His next words were carefully placed, as if he wasn’t sure if he should say anything at all.
“They will kill you. Expect no mercy.”
“There are worse things than dying,” I said.
He paused in front of an electronic keypad to the door, the curiosity fighting against the deadened emotions. “Like what?”
“Living like a monster,” I said, my eyes straying to the Watchers around us, on to the opulent house, then back to him.
His eyes expressed his surprise, but he didn’t respond. He regained his composure and shook his head in disbelief. I was obviously insane, or a kind of stupid he had never met before. He typed in a quick code on the door and waited.
“What is it?” an irritated voice said through a small slit in the door.
The voice was different than what I had come to expect with Watchers. It was rough, serpent-like, as if the speaker was used to stabbing people in the back, if that’s what it took to make sure he lived. It was a survivor’s voice. Watchers were never survivors; at least not the kind that hung around places like this. They were the predators.
“Got a new one for you. A catch of Anna’s…re-training,” my captor said.
“Excellent. I’ve been waiting for new blood…” the serpent voice claimed.
“Yeah, yeah. Open the door. I’ve got somewhere to be.”
Mechanical noises of gears shifting resonated from the door for a long second, then the heavy steel was pushed back. The person, who belonged to the serpent-like voice, was also the most unusual Watcher I had ever seen. He was sunken and small, almost diminutive. His left leg stuck out at an odd angle and when he moved back to allow me space to walk forward, I noticed a profound limp. I instantly hated him and his evil-looking face. In my hate, I decided to name him Mr. Limp.
Blue-eyes released his grip on my chains without looking at me. “Good luck,” he said.
I wasn’t sure if he was speaking to Mr. Limp or me, but Mr. Limp had no doubt. His smile showed yellow teeth and a glimpse of the crazy behind the shadow of his dark eyes. The door shut again, locking me in with Mr. Limp and the dark beyond him.
Once the gears had stopped shifting, I was able to hear sounds; sounds of pain, fear, terror, and ultimate hurt. The sounds reminded me of New Orleans and a different prison of torture. Mr. Limp started pulling me toward a set of stairs headed downward. The sounds of pain increased with every tug on the chain.
“You will call me ‘Master’ at all times. Failure to do so will result in a beating. Do you understand?” he asked.
So, it was Master Limp, instead.
“Could you repeat that? I totally wasn’t paying attention. A.D.D., you know?”
Master Limp wasn’t amused. He jerked the chains and I tripped. I rolled the rest of the way down the stairs and landed hard on a dirt floor. The chains landed on top of me as insult to injury. Before I could move, he was there. His leg may have been deformed, but it didn’t stop him from kicking me as hard as he could in all the most sensitive places. I curled up into a ball to protect my internal organs and waited for him to stop. There were no thoughts beyond the pain and the fear I would stay locked in this moment forever.
He finally stopped and leaned down to speak in my ear. “What is my name?” he asked in his oily voice.
“Master…”
He smiled, thinking he had won.
“…Limp.”
He raised his hand to hit me again, but another hand caught his. A woman stepped out of the dim light of the room I had landed in. Her eyes were red and lined with patchy black, like a particularly strange eye polka-dot. Her face was heart shaped, and her hair was pulled back into an elegant 1950s bun.
“Oh, come, now…we can find a better solution, can’t we?” she asked Master Limp.
“Hmph!” Master Limp said.
The woman smiled warmly at me. “You can call me ‘Mama Dot.’ I want everything here to be just perfect for you. We look forward to having you as part of our family… The future might be a little rocky, until we can get on the same page, but I have confidence you’ll see the light eventually. My children always do.”
“Are…are you crazy?” I asked her. “Like, is everything working okay upstairs?”
Her sweet smile didn’t flicker, though the red of her eyes lost a little of the happy light. “If you need anything, just let me know. I’ll be in charge of the information side of your training, so we won’t see each other for a little while. Lots and lots of learning. It’s going to be so much fun!”
Master Limp jerked me to my feet as I stared at Mama Dot. Her smile was terrifying. He drug me through a long corridor of metal doors; doors designed to keep people in. The hall was eerily silent, no thoughts, no voices crying out in protest, though I could sense the people inside the rooms. Each door I passed added to the weight of the grim awareness I was finding in my heart. This was real. There was nothing I could do about it.
Master Limp finally stopped at a door in a dead-end hall. Before we walked in, he checked my pockets. He pulled out the picture of Daniel and a gris-gris bag a woman in a voodoo shop had given me; symbols of my previous life. He smirked as he crumpled the picture of Daniel. Everything I had, including the necklace that had been taken from me in New Orleans, was gone. My pockets emptied, he bent down in front of me and picked a hinged, round piece of metal off the floor.
“Phase one,” he said with an evil smirk. “Let’s see if you go crazy, shall we?”
He held the device up to my face, and I realized it was a metal mask, complete with a lock. It was only recently I had discovered a profound fear of close spaces – getting locked in a crypt could have that effect. There was no way I was going to get locked up again.
I tried to back away, but he kicked my feet out from under me. Without hesitation, he put the mask around my head and pushed a bolt through and locked it. Feeling disoriented by the weight, and the way everything was suddenly cut off, I felt Master Limp pull me up and drag me over to a wall. There must have been another lock on that wall, because I felt him run the chains I was wearing through another piece of metal and secure it. I felt him lift away and the feeling in the room shifted as the door was shut again.
I struggled to get away from the wall, screaming profanities, not caring if I got another beating. I would take a beating I could see over a mask of silence any day.
I screamed until my throat could not tolerate the screaming any longer. The silence was profound. The only sound I had was my thoughts and the pulsing of blood through my veins.
To keep from freaking out about having a large mask over my face, and being chained to a wall in enemy territory, I started tried to calm myself down. I tried think logically.
My thoughts were far from calming.
I was tied to a wall and lunatics were in charge of my foreseeable future…Worse thoughts assaulted my brain. Was Daniel dead from the explosion Damian set? Alex? The kids? Daniel was a big question…we hadn’t gotten the chance to set things straight, to say the things we need to say. What if he was really dead? What then? What if I died here and never got to say the things I should have said? Why had I let the silly things come between us?
Somewhere in-between my thoughts of doom, and my panic at the idea of Daniel’s death, I slipped into an un-restful sleep. It was the sort of sleep brought on by necessity, rather than desire. There, my dreams were haunted by the worries I had faced while awake. But the worry was different in my dreams – it was given life.
My first dream was confusing.
I was up high, in a large, circular tower, which overhung a rocky mountain. Down below was cracked sand and multitudes of people. Dust swirled the air as thousands of people moved around on the dusty plain. A curious sense of déjà vu flooded me. Had I been here before?
I stepped toward the open doors to get a better look, hoping that look would give me answers to the familiarity churning in my gut. As I did, I saw a familiar stranger. His white hair fell gently to his shoulders, and he wore a linen shirt and linen pants to match. He had haunted my dreams before. His face was familiar, but I did not know his name. Casually, he leaned against the rail separating him from a thousand foot fall. When he heard me move, he turned his head to look at me, a smile on his lips. I froze as his yellow eyes regarded me.
“Clare…” he whispered in a voice full of magical power. “I’m glad you came.”
“Are you real?” I asked him.
“Are any of us?” he asked.
I groaned. “Oh, no…not one of those dreams! I think I should wake up now, before I get a dream headache.”
He smiled softly. “You are safe here. No one will lock you away or threaten your life. You can live in peace.”
“Peace?” I asked.
My eyes moved to the people swirling around on the desert floor. It was obvious they weren’t there for peaceful reasons. It felt like an army.
“They ensure our peace,” he said.
“If you have to have an army to constantly guard your peace, you don’t really have peace,” I pointed out.
“No one threatens me here. No one chases me. I can live without fear. So can others…look here.”
He gestured me inside. I passed through the circular room into another room. The second room mirrored my house in design and the feeling of warmth. My eyes were instantly drawn to the far corner, where Ellen and Sam were sitting in chairs by the fire. They laughed and flirted, totally at ease in their environment. Ellen spotted me next to the door and her brown eyes lit with excited love.
“Clare!” she said in her perfect voice. “You’re here!” She rushed over and pulled me into her arms. “I’ve missed you so much!”
“I…I missed you, too, Mom,” I said, feeling confused.
“It’s good to see ya,” Sam said, getting up from his chair and giving me a brief one-armed hug. “We were worried…”
“Alex! Clare is here!” Ellen called.
Alex stepped out from another room I hadn’t noticed. Her round face was full of sisterly love. “There you are. What took you so long?” she demanded.
“Thanks a lot!” I laughed.
She laughed at me and gave me a fierce hug. “Everything will be okay now. I promise.”
“Do you see?” the yellow-eyed man asked. “Everything you love is here. Safe. I promise you they will stay safe forever. You will never have to worry again.”
Everything I loved? No…that wasn’t true. Something was missing. I struggled with the feeling; something dark fought against the realization my brain was trying to make. It dawned on me in a flash of understanding. Where was Daniel?
I backed away from the glowing scene in front of me. I wanted to stay, to be a part of that warmth forever, but I couldn’t. There was no warmth, unless Daniel was there.
The man followed me as I retreated to the main room of the circle tower.
“Clare…think about what you’re doing. Stay. Be with your family forever,” he urged.
I ignored him. I couldn’t pinpoint the exact cause of the uneasy feeling in my gut, but I knew if I kept looking at Ellen, I would stay. I would stay without a second thought.
Without realizing it, I backed out on to the deck overlooking the desert.
“Nothing is forever,” I told the man.
His yellow eyes lit with a burning fire of desire. “I’m working on forever. I’ve almost broken the secret. You can help. You can help your family live forever.”
The thought of not losing my family was extremely appealing. I wanted it more than anything. How long had I feared being alone, because of the curse of my existence? How long had I feared losing Ellen to the simple, relentless march of time?
I teetered on the edge. I rocked on to the balls of my feet, prepared to take that first step forward; that step toward forever. There would be no outliving the people I loved by centuries. There would be no regret when they were gone. Before I could make that choice, another voice interrupted me. It was not the sort of voice I could easily forget. Though it was full of anger and pain, I knew it in an instant.
“Let me out of here!” Daniel commanded.
Another vision overrode the one of the yellow-eyed man.
Daniel was stuck in a silver room, though there were no chains on the walls. His eyes were full of darkness, his anger obvious. He pounded on a heavy door; his strength was formidable, but it was not enough to bend the door to his will. No one answered his yells.
Annoyed, he turned away from the door and took to pacing. As he paced, I sensed something was wrong, beyond his unaccustomed anger. Between steps, he started shaking. It racked his whole body. The shaking grew worse, and he dropped to the ground. The memory of the yellow-eyed man was wiped from my mind as quickly as the time for Daniel to fall down.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
He didn’t seem to register I was in the room with him, or that I had spoken. His body kept convulsing; his eyes rolled back in his head.
“Daniel?!” I yelled.
I rushed over to him and touched him on the shoulder, eager to take away the pain. He didn’t seem to register the touch, but his lips started to move silently. I thought I saw them form my name.
I sat next to him and cradled his head in my lap. Again, he didn’t respond to my touch. He just kept convulsing. Sweat started pouring down his face, and he clenched his teeth. Clenching his teeth didn’t help take away the pain. He cried out in pain, the cry turning into a low growl, as he fought against the pain channeling through his body.
As I did my best to give him comfort, another figure appeared in the room. One moment he wasn’t there, the next he was. I looked up at him, wondering if he could help me with Daniel, and recognized him. I had seen him once on the streets of New Orleans. He was a hobo, who Alex and I had met in our search for Daniel. He had helped us. It was strange to see him in my dreams, but I accepted his strange appearance easily after such a whirlwind of dreaming.
“Clare…don’t listen to your other dreams. He’s trying to trick you,” he told me.
“Who?” I asked.
“Marcus. Don’t listen to him. Can you do that for me?” he asked.
“Yeah, sure,” I agreed absently as Daniel let out another low growl.
“Good,” he said. The hobo hesitated, stepping closer. “Your necklace, where is it?”
I looked down at my bare neck. “A guy in New Orleans took it from me.”
“Ah, I see…Remember…” he said.
“Don’t listen to Marcus. Got it,” I said.
He smiled in a way that was oddly familiar. The smile gave me comfort. I blinked, and I was left alone with Daniel again. I focused on him, forgetting the hobo in an instant. Daniel’s cries of pain sent shockwaves through my body. Helping him through the pain was more important than the oddity of the man who had just disappeared.
I sat next to Daniel for a long time, long even in dream standards, offering Daniel what comfort I could. The strange dreams that promised forever – the promise of Marcus – did not come again.
I didn’t understand Daniel’s convulsions, or how he had gotten locked in a room so similar to mine. It was better than dreaming he was dead, however, and I allowed myself the comfort of being near him. I stroked his black hair and whispered words of strength to him as he lay curled up in a ball. Once or twice, he looked directly at me, but his eyes told me he didn’t believe what he was seeing. He was lost in whatever madness had found him.
In that dream state, I waited for his pain to pass. A part of me hoped the moment of being with him would last forever; I hoped my dreams would become reality.
For the first time in my life, I feared what waking up would mean.
 




Chapter 2
 

When I woke up, I wasn’t sure if it was hours that had passed, or days.
It felt like an eternity.
It was strange to wake up to complete darkness, when my dreams had been so full of color and sound. It was as if my dreams were more real than the reality I was in. I blinked a few times to make sure my eyes weren’t still closed. They weren’t closed – I was simply still locked in the mask of silence.
I took a deep breath to keep from panicking and started to take stock of my body. If everything was working properly, escape was still possible.
My hips and shoulders were hurting from the position the chains forced me in. My neck hurt from holding up the head gear for so long. The only thing that didn’t hurt was my stomach. I had no appetite. I knew it had to be a while since I had eaten, but the feeling simply wasn’t there. Was this the latest addition to my list of talents, or had getting captured stymied my appetite? I felt tired after my vigil over Daniel, the dream not letting me rest the way sleep should make someone feel, but I also felt more alive. I kept the warmth of seeing Daniel in my heart as I readjusted to the present. It was a focus; a reason to escape. I shifted uncomfortably to get rid of the pain in my hips and arms. All it did was make me more aware of my pain.
I started tugging at my chains, searching for a way to get my hands free. My wrists ached painfully with each tug, but I kept tugging; my hands were my way to freedom. The pain in my wrists changed intensity as I pulled harder against the metal handcuffs. It was the sharp pain of skin tearing away from my body.
“Ow. Ow. Ow,” I said to the black-hole of the mask as I tugged harder, despite the pain.
I wasn’t sure if I had somehow lost weight when I had been lost in dreamland or if the accumulated sweat from the lack of air conditioning was my savior. All I knew was the feeling of hope when I finally managed to free myself. The right hand slipped out of the manacles first, leaving a good portion of my skin behind. I ignored the pain and started forcing my left hand free. After another minute, the left hand slipped out as well.
My hands now free, I started working on the mask. My hands moved to the hinges, and then on to the lock Master Limp had placed to keep it shut. I felt the lock, to see what my options were. It was a smaller lock, not heavy duty. Master Limp probably trusted the chains to keep curious hands away from it. Trusting that the silver chains were a heavier metal than the lock, I found the cuffs again and picked them up. I raised the chains above my head and aimed for the lock.
The first strike was off, hitting the mask with a solid ‘thump!’ My head rang with the strike. The ringing lasted for a long moment. When the sound stopped, I tried again. This time, I hit the lock straight on. It took two more hits, before the lock broke away. I pushed the bolt back through the hole and, gratefully, thankfully, pushed the metal mask off my face. I sucked in a deep breath of air, glad to be free…sort of. I still had the chains around my feet and a locked door to get through.
I started working at the chains around my feet. They were difficult, because of my bulky boots. I couldn’t slip my feet out of the chains, like I had with my wrists. I was still working on them when Master Limp found me.
The door was thrown back, and he appeared in its place. I jumped when I saw him staring down at me. He was surprised, but not for the reason I thought.
“Lost the bet to Mama Dot again. I would have thought you’d go crazy for sure,” he said.
“Sorry…” I said. “I was close, though, if it makes you feel any better. I totally got ‘Sweet Dreams Are Made of This’ by the Eurythmics stuck in my head. But only the chorus. It kept repeating over and over again. Way annoying. You know it?”
“I don’t listen to music,” Master Limp said.
“That’s really quite depressing.”
“How did you get your hands free of the chains?” he demanded, ignoring me.
“Magic,” I said.
“You have a talent that resists the silver?” he asked curiously.
“No. I pulled until there wasn’t resistance. It’s the magic of physics.”
“Are you human?” he asked.
“Aren’t we all?” I asked back.
“Anna brought us a human? She didn’t make mention of that….it changes everything…longer training…different testing methods…I should mention this to Mama Dot….How old are you?”
“Old enough to know you shouldn’t ask a lady that question,” I said.
He slapped me. “Answer a question when it is asked of you,” he demanded.
“Sixteen,” I said, holding my cheek.
“When is your birthday?”
“Halloween.”
“Hm. Well, I will have to take that under consideration. You’ve passed your first test, anyway. Most break within a day. You lasted three.”
Three days? I had been in that thing for three days? Is that how long I had been lost in dreams?
“Today is my favorite day. It’s branding day,” Master Limp added.
“Branding?”
“Oh, I wouldn’t want to spoil the fun. Mama Dot enjoys explaining.”
“Great!” I said, pretending to be excited even though my stomach was in knots.
Master Limp unlocked the chains around my feet. He forced me to stand by grabbing the back of my shirt with his rough hands. I winced as my feet touched the ground; every bone in my body hurt. It was pain beyond anything I had ever experienced. He dragged me out of the silver cell and down the door-lined hallway. He kept a firm grip on my shirt, but refused to touch my skin. Though he knew I was human, he was obviously perplexed by the fact he couldn’t hear my thoughts…or why I was so blasé about my ordeal. It threw him off. He was obviously not used to sarcasm.
My destination was not a happy one.
I was taken to a large room full of cells that were barred, instead of closed off, as mine had been. People were crowded in to the cells. Many had a helpless look in their eyes; others were full of crazed passion. In the center of the room was a chair. Around that chair was a variety of tools and horrible-looking devices I couldn’t figure out the point to. Mama Dot, her hair curled perfectly and her face serene, was at the foot of the chair. I started fighting Master Limp’s touch, as he pulled me inexorably closer to the chair. I wasn’t sure what was happening, but I knew better than to think it would be something pleasant. The chair and the bindings on it were too strong an indicator of the future.
“Don’t be afraid, my dear, we won’t hurt you,” Mama Dot said as Master Limp was forced to kick my legs out, so he could pull me closer to the chair.
“I think we might have differing opinions about the definition of the word ‘hurt,’” I told her, still fighting against Master Limp’s touch.
Master Limp threw me into the heavy-duty chair. Breathing heavily from his attempts to subdue me, he started securing metal restraints over my head, my shoulders, my wrists, my waist, my thighs, and finally my feet. His last act was to take off my boot from my left foot.
“Thank you,” Mama Dot said to Master Limp, once the boot was off.
He nodded and backed away, giving Mama Dot the spotlight. She clasped her hands behind her back and started pacing in front of me. She was careful to stay in my limited range of vision.
“Today is a very important day. Today you will begin your journey in joining our family. You will learn to love Lorian as we love him – as father and provider. You will learn to serve your family and serve them well. You will gladly give your life to the cause, if the cause should need it, and you will learn that the life you have led to this point has been meaningless,” Mama Dot said.
Her words were terrifying. They made me even more determined to rebel. Being hurt was better than giving in to the madness of her words.
“I will not eat any applesauce offered to me if Hale-Bopp passes over,” I said.
“Silence!” Master Limp scolded.
Mama Dot continued speaking with that same serene smile. “Now, you will get a number. It will be your identifier, until you gain access to our family and gain back your name.”
“Identifier?” I asked.
“Mhmm…” She said noncommittally. “Eugene? If you would?”
Master Limp came toward me. With my head strapped down, it was difficult to see him, but I could tell he had something in his hands now; something small and pointy. I strained against the metal strap, as the people around me settled down into a stillness that was eerie. Their stares increased in intensity. I wasn’t sure if it was pleasure or fear that had them watching me so acutely.
Master Limp waited until I caught his eye again, and held up a needle. It was the sort of needle tattoo artists used. It was something I would have normally been all for…had I picked out the design.
“Identifier 73892,” Master Limp said. “This is your new life.”
He lowered the needle to my bare foot and started inscribing those numbers on the center of my foot, near my arch. I clenched my teeth at the pain, but refused to cry out. I struggled to free myself, angry at them for trying to take away my name. Ellen had given me my name. She had said it had come to her in a dream. It was important to her…it was important to me. They had no right to try and erase that.
As Master Limp worked on my foot, Mama Dot circled me, whispering words of propaganda.
“Lorian is your father…Lorian will protect you…Serve with dignity…Serve with pride…”
I hated her words.
The metal bars binding me in place started to pop and groan in protest as the hate funneled through my body. I wanted to hurt Master Limp; I wanted to wipe that serene look of Mama Dot’s face. I wanted to make those people stop looking at me.
Master Limp finished with his work, my foot burning from where the needle had pierced flesh, but I wasn’t finished. Not by a long shot. The bars buckled as I found rage I had never known before. It was rage I had kept tempered, even the night I had killed the three. It was a rage brought on by pain and anger, instead of fear for Daniel’s life. Master Limp’s smug expression shifted as the bars cracked and fell away. Mama Dot stepped forward, her face alarmed.
“I thought you said it was human?” she asked Master Limp, reaching out to capture me again.
“It is…” Master Limp replied, looking shaken.
I growled at her, literally. It was a deep tearing sound that rattled my brain and tore into my throat. I jumped toward Master Limp, my anger focused on him and the needle he held in his hand. It was the wrong thing to do.
As I leapt at him, Mama Dot reached for me. In a touch I was able to understand her talent. It was agony. Waves of pain, of thousands of years of pain, washed through my body. I saw faces associated with the pain, making it worse. She was a collector of pain – the perfect person for torture. I dropped to the ground as the pain wracked my body. She kept her hand on my arm, forcing me to look; she showed me the penalty for disobeying. It felt like dying.
Mama Dot finally released her hold on me, just as I was thinking it was too much. I lay on the floor, breathing heavily. The echoes of the visions circled my head; pain raced through my veins.
“This one needs the fire taken out of her. Normal methods just won’t work. She’s had other Watchers training her. She knows too much. She needs a hard reprogramming. Seclusion, erasure, surprise… you know the drill. Let me know when she’s ready to start listening…” Mama Dot’s face grew serene again. “I can tell she’ll be a great asset to us. Anna was right.” She waved her hand to where I was debilitated on the floor. “Go on and take her…unless you need help?”
“I’ve got it,” Master Limp said in a low tone, embarrassed by Mama Dot’s words.
He set his needle on a small table and pulled me up by my hair. He forced me forward, causing me to stumble and trip over the rough floor. He didn’t take me back to the silver cell. He took me somewhere far worse.
Growling, snuffling, and other dog-like sounds filled the air the closer we got to our destination. The decayed stench of death circled my nose. Around the pain in my body, I pulled away from the sounds and the smell. I knew what they meant. Nightstalkers were near.
Master Limp stopped in front of a metal grate embedded in the floor. The grate was also made of silver and was massive enough to prevent escape. He kicked it open with his good leg. Without any smug words or oily confidence, he picked me up by the convenient handle of my hair again and pushed me into the hole. I fell and landed hard on to a dirt floor.
Gasping for air, I sat up to see what kind of fresh hell he had forced me into. The room was circular, roughly made, as if someone had dug it out of the ground by hand. It was circled on all sides by large silver gates similar to the one Master Limp had opened to throw me down here.
The silver gates wouldn’t have deterred from escape, but the Nightstalkers behind them did. The only way through the gates was through them. When they heard me hit the ground they padded to their respective gates to get a better look. The lustful growling – lust for my death – didn’t take long to start. Their red eyes peered out from the shadows of their cells; shadows that stretched too far for comfort.
I found my feet again, not interested in the same things the Nightstalkers were. I looked up in time to see Master Limp shut and lock the gate again. Even if I jumped I would never reach the gate. It was a good fifteen feet above me – fifteen feet too far. That didn’t stop me from trying. I kept jumping, until it was obvious I was only wasting my time and energy.
I sat down again, my body hurting too much from Mama Dot’s pain treatment to keep my feet. I made sure to stay exactly in the center of the room. It was the only place the dim light from above reached. It was the only place that felt ‘safe.’ The shadows circled me. The growling of the Nightstalkers overrode the sounds of terror from different prisons further down the hall.
Were they going to release the Nightstalkers on me? Or was this a part of their terror program? To let me sit near terror incarnate, until I was scared out of my mind?
I curled my knees to my chest, realizing I was still missing a shoe. The missing shoe reminded me of my throbbing foot and my new tattoo. I was afraid to look, to see my existence boiled down to a number, but dark curiosity got the better of me.
There it was – 73892. The black numbers were surrounded by red skin, the needle’s touch still remembered by the fragile skin. If anything, the red skin made the numbers appear even more vivid. It was a number carved in black but remembered by red.
Disgusted and more afraid than ever, I turned my foot over and pressed it into the dirt, hoping the dirt would cover the number. I took my other boot off treating that foot to the same dirt bath, wanting to forget which foot had the tattoo. I knew I would never forget.
Every shift I made, every breath I took, was catalogued by the creatures around me. My head started to hurt from their overwhelming stench, compounded by the pain Mama Dot’s touch had brought. Somewhere, water dripped, marking time. I felt my mind curl inward and search for protecting against the pain and the coming days of uncertain terror.
I wrapped a layer of numbness around my brain, sensing, knowing, I had more pain to come in the darkness of this place. I hoped for rescue, but my heart told me there would be none. My friends were dead. I was alone. Terror was my master.
There’s something about pain that destroys and incapacitates.
It erases thought and any sense of identity; more so than any numbered tattoo could. In one form or another, pain became my constant ally.
Master Limp left me alone for a long time. Days passed where I knew nothing beyond the stench of death and growls hungering for my life. I stayed confined to the minimal light I was offered, pacing in a small circle when I felt the walls closing in on me.
Finally, Master Limp started to visit me on a regular basis. The times he saw me, he had me wishing for the lonely, terrifying confines of the Nightstalker cage. His methods were always brutal. Sometimes, he would hit me, stopping only when I was close to unconsciousness, other times he would get others, dead-eyed Watchers, who were obviously further along in their ‘re-training,’ to beat me. He threw icy water on me a number of occasions and left me to drip cold water on the dirt floor. Other times, he would bring a sound system and play Mama’s Dot’s words of propaganda over and over again, until I couldn’t figure out where my thoughts began and the propaganda ended. It started to confuse me. I lost track of the truth.
A couple of times he strung me up from the ceiling and let the Nightstalkers out of their cages, to snap and paw in my direction. A couple got close, raking me with their teeth, their acidic drool burning holes in my clothes.
There were many other methods he used to try and break my will, brutal methods. Every day was a fight to simply give them what they wanted; the pain and repetition of pain worked its dark magic through my body. But every day I found a reason not to. Mostly, it was love that kept me from turning into everything I hated; love for Daniel.
I wrapped a wall of protection around my heart and brain; I drew on images of Daniel often. His green eyes remained my beacon of hope in the dark. I often got lost in the world of dreams. Days would pass where all I was aware of was the dreams. Several times, I wondered back into Marcus’ tower, his yellow eyes promising me a future filled without pain, without torture; a future full of love and immortality. Each time, I was pulled away by visions of Daniel. Some of the visions were painful – visions of him in obvious distress, his anger overriding his common sense. One was of him crying, a single tear tracking its lonely way down his face, before he caught it in his hand – others were beautiful. Several times I saw him standing somewhere with a magnificent view. While I never caught a glimpse of the buildings around him, I always knew he was up high. He was wonderful to see him standing there looking out over the nameless city, watching the humanity bustle below him. He was a Watcher again; he was back to his mission of protection. It fit him, even though I sensed chaos in his eyes.
Every time that Master Limp visited me, I got into the habit of imaging Daniel in the room with me. He whispered for me to be strong, to endure, that nothing was forever, especially this. He circled behind Master Limp, urging me to remember the strength I had, the love he had for me. I thought perhaps I was going mad, but I welcomed the help.
Around my withdrawal and my delusions, I sensed Master Limp’s growing frustration. His beatings got more savage, his methods more brutal. While I sensed he could keep the punishment up for a very long time, a part of him was eager to see me break. He wanted to best my will. I was too stubborn to give him that satisfaction, though I sensed some of his methods working all too well.
I felt a nameless clock ticking down until the day he either broke me or killed me. I wasn’t sure what I was hoping for more; that he would kill me before I caved, or that I would cave in before he killed me. My world was pain, and pain was my master…more so than Master Limp ever could be.
At the end of a long stretch of time, where I was ignored and left to rot in the pit, Anna came to visit me. Her meeting stood out among the blurred time in the timeless hole.
She threw back the heavy grate above me and crouched down. She stared hard at the ragged state I had transformed in to. Her face was a curious mixture of repulsion and satisfaction.
“A month and a half and he still hasn’t broken you, huh?” Anna asked, her voice suggesting she was impressed.
I had to clear my throat several times, before my voice would work. It had been so long since I had used it. Had it really been a month and a half? It felt like longer.
“‘Suppose so…I guess they didn’t kill you, huh?” I asked.
“No…they didn’t,” Anna replied.
Her dark eyes told me she had been punished in other ways.
“Pity…” I said.
“Give in…” she said with surprising emotion behind her voice. “It won’t end until you do.”
“I would rather die,” I said.
“You will, if you don’t do what they want,” she promised. “If they get tired of you, they’ll kill you without a second thought.”
I didn’t say anything in reply. I knew she was right, and I didn’t really care to argue her words; it didn’t matter. A part of me had given up on my fear of dying. Master Limp had done that much for me. Every time he hit me, I was a little less scared. It was almost peaceful knowing I didn’t fear death…to a certain extent.
There was a long pause in which we looked at each other in strange understanding. I wished for my strength back, so I could find a way to express my pain to the person who had brought me here. Anna had the same desire; she seemed to be looking for something to say. The words formed then lost formation, as she fought against the desire to say whatever it was on her mind.
“I don’t mean to be rude,” I said lightly. “But is there something I can help you with? I’m very busy, see. Got a lot on my calendar…” I gestured at the snarling Nightstalkers. “Lots of people just dying to get a hold of me.”
She glanced at the Nightstalkers and stood. It was almost as if she were afraid to look at them for too long.
“Sorry to bother you. I’ll leave you to it,” she said.
“Yep,” I said.
She stepped back and lowered the grate back into place. The sound of it shutting rang through the space. I cringed at the sound and put my head back to my knees, so I could find the image of Daniel again. I heard her boots strike along the floor as she walked away. I thought I heard soft words floating down the hall after her, though it was hard to tell over the growling surrounding me.
“Sorry…”
I shook my head, aware that I had really lost my mind. ‘Sorry’ was a word this place did not know. No one was ‘sorry,’ except for the people who found themselves in my situation, and they didn’t get the chance to voice that feeling out-loud. It was usually their yells that told me of their ‘sorry.’ I sighed, and accepted the weirdness of her visit as a mystery I wouldn’t be solving any time soon. I didn’t have the strength to worry about it on top of everything else.
Something about her visit woke up some of the dead emotions in my chest, though; emotions I couldn’t ignore. I had done my best to keep my emotions at bay, knowing they would use them as a tool against me, if I let them. But seeing her had made me angry and sad. Mad, because I blamed her for my visit in hell – sad, because she was a reminder of New Orleans.
A part of me had harbored the hope Daniel and the others were still alive, and hadn’t succumbed to the flames of Damian’s bomb – a hope that had been reinforced by the realistic-feeling dreams I had of Daniel. Seeing Anna was a reminder that my friends, that Daniel, would never just leave me here. They had always found me in the past. Alex, in particular, had a way of knowing where I was. She had even found me in New Orleans when she had nothing to go on, beyond a general location. She had said she had walked until I was there. I trusted my friends enough to know that they would come looking for me, if it was in their power to do so. They obviously couldn’t, and that meant they were dead.
Hope drained out of me. I could no longer see how the word applied to my situation. I would sit in a dark hole until the end of days…or until Master Limp got tired of beating me and decided death was easier. Either way, I would never see my friends again.
I stood up, unable to sit still any longer. Limping from Master Limp’s latest visit, I paced in the light. I wished I had an outlet for the feeling that I would never see the people I cared about again. I had no outlet. I only had time…and pain.
As I paced, I forgot to stay in the light. A Nightstalker started hooking its claws around the small spaces of the grate, growling and foaming at the mouth. It knew how unusual it was for me to stray out of the light; it had gotten used to my habits. I hadn’t gotten used to theirs at all – I hadn’t wanted to look any closer. But I knew they had one habit they could never break – murder. It was what had changed them in the first place. I could trust them to try and kill me. They wouldn’t toy with me or try to break my spirit; they would kill me as quickly as one heart beat took to get to the next. Not that I would make it easy. I wanted a way out, but I didn’t want to go out without a fight. It wasn’t my style.
My body aching, I limped my way over to the Nightstalker. It started gnawing on the silver bars, its acid falling into the dirt in a dangerous pool. I stepped around the acid and eyed the creature in detached wonder.
“You know what? I’m not afraid of you anymore,” I said.
I knew that the doors to their cages weren’t locked in the typical sense of the word. There were a row of levers in the far corner that Master Limp used to control the doors; levers he usually pulled with a rope, so he could be out of harm’s way when he let them out. I made my way to the levers, aware there would be no turning back once I reached them. I took a deep breath and pulled Daniel into my mind. Then, I opened the cage doors.
The Nightstalker so eager to get to me was the first out of its cell. It rushed at me, its red eyes full of excitement at such easy prey. I wasn’t out of reach this time; I was there, waiting.
I watched it rush me, wondering what I would do when it reached me. A part of me couldn’t believe I had been so bold. Another part of me felt alive at the risk I was taking. I crossed my arms and waited. I wasn’t afraid. Nothing scared me, beyond feeling nothing forever. I was tired of feeling nothing. I wanted to live again, even if it meant dying. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. The Nightstalkers closed in their rippling growls a marker of the time between living death and actual death.
But the attack never came.
I opened my eyes again, prepared to fight, but there was no need. Was it a trick? Had I gone mad? The shock rippled through my body, as my brain tried to process the reality of what I was seeing. The Nightstalkers sat in front of me, their red eyes piercing me with their intensity. I had never seen such murderous eyes so curious. My body kept its tense alertness; I was fully aware that this could be a trick Master Limp had devised to throw me off balance.
“Have you guys gone all peace, love and ‘good dog’ on me?” I asked.
The Nightstalker in front of me whined in response, almost as if it was saying ‘yes.’
“I thought you guys were all about murder and mayhem?” I asked.
Another whine.
“Um…”
I looked up at the grate expecting to see Master Limp leering down at me, another of his plans in action. I didn’t see him, but I still didn’t trust the situation I was in. There was no explanation for the weirdness I was facing; no reason behind their actions. Nightstalkers were not supposed to not attack. It was in their nature to kill. I stared at them again for a clue to their strange behavior.
The first Nightstalker I had let out bent down and crawled toward me, much like a dog seeking the affection of its owner. I stepped away, afraid it was about to attack. My hands clenched into a ball, and I realized I was less inclined to die than I had thought. Going out fighting wasn’t nearly as appealing as not going out at all.
The Nightstalker lowered its head then raised it again, bumping my hand. In that brief moment of touch I got an image of what it wanted. It wanted out of this cell. It wanted to be free. They were prisoners. They might have been addicted to killing, but they were locked in here, same as I was. No creature enjoyed a cage. I lowered my hand to its muzzle to communicate fascinated it was asking me for help.
Its thoughts were instant, though fuzzy.
Help us.
Help you? If I set you free, you’ll just run around killing people, I said, knowing full well that I couldn’t have helped it escape regardless.
No. We want to be free…we have had enough. We are tired. You understand. You are like us. We see you are like us. We did not see before. We see now.
Uh… It was all I could think to say.
They keep us in this silver room, our powers confined. Help us, and we will help you. We promise…we promise to never kill again if you help.
The others whined, as if they could hear our thoughts, as if they, too, were agreeing to the Nightstalker’s promise. I was certain I couldn’t trust them to hold true to their words, but I knew that if Alex or Daniel was locked away in Nightstalker form I would want someone to give them a second chance. I would want that chance.
How would I even get you through that hole up there? I can’t pull you out…I said, making my choice.
There is another set of levers up top that control the doors out of our cells and into the prison proper. Have you noticed the doors behind us?
No…I didn’t want to get too close to you, I admitted.
You are frightened of us.
More than a little, I said.
See? You are like us, it said proudly. I didn’t understand its meaning, but I didn’t ask. If you can get up top, you will see the levers. We can make our way out once the doors are open.
This is the weirdest day in recorded history, I said.
I wasn’t sure how I could help them escape, or how they could help me, but it was more than I had yesterday. The reason they had decided to seek my help, instead of murder me, was a mystery, but one I wasn’t prepared to puzzle out just yet. The more pressing issue was how to escape. Their help wouldn’t erase the walls between us and freedom. The walls were still a limitation, the silver of the pit even more so. The silver didn’t bother me, but it was an obvious deterrent to the Nightstalkers. We were both limited – me by the fact that I couldn’t control my talents and them by the silver. But our limitations were no reason to think something crazy wouldn’t work. After all, this room had nothing but crazy left in it.
I’ll do what I can, I promised the Nightstalker. Give me some time to think of something.
Time is all we have… it thought at me, before it moved away from my hand.
It turned and padded back to his cell. The others went to theirs and silently waited for me to shut their cell doors again. Low growling started to circle my prison, but I knew they were doing it to hide our planning and keep curious ears from following the unusual silence. It was curiously deceptive.
I sat down in what light the grate above me offered and started thinking hard about escape. It was the first time in over a month my brain was tasked with something beyond survival. It took a while for everything to get back to full speed, and even though I doubted the stability of ‘full speed’ I was full of purpose.
Plans based in surprise, stealth and danger circled my head. I finally settled on surprise; it felt like my best ally. Master Limp would never expect tame Nightstalkers.
I got up and paced the room, daring to pace outside of the circle of light with my increased familiarity of the Nightstalkers. They suddenly weren’t the terrifying death-dealers I had thought them to be. It occurred to me several times during my planning that the Nightstalkers could be in on a ploy to further break my spirit, but I knew the Watchers here didn’t treat Nightstalkers as creatures worthy of plans. They were beasts. They were entertainment.
My eyes roamed the room as I paced. I searched for an answer to our escape; an escape I planned on making Master Limp instrumental to. I wanted revenge – using Master Limp to secure my escape seemed like a fitting way to take out my vengeance. A timid hope circled through my body as I plotted. Was it possible there was a way out of this hell? Was it possible I had found the impossible?
For the first time in a long time, I had hope.
 




Chapter 3
 

The plan was fairly simple.
It had to be simple for reasons of necessity. I wasn’t the only one weakened by my time in the pit. The Nightstalkers were never let out; they were just given easy prey to kill. Though their murderous nature was irrepressible, part of them had suffered from being locked away for so long. They were tired. They were broken. The only thing we really had to depend on was our mutual, overwhelming desire to not be imprisoned any longer.
I had to wait two more days for Master Limp to come see me again. It was a long two days. I didn’t rest – I didn’t allow myself the luxury of searching out Daniel in my dreams. I remained focused on the present.
When Master Limp finally showed up again, I could tell by the way he opened the grate I was in for another beating. I had learned to see them coming. His happy expression and the cold fire in his eyes was clue enough. It meant he was coming down instead of controlling things from up above.
I eyed my ally. The Nightstalker lifted its lips in a dangerous canine smile, to show me it was ready for action. Its red eyes were full of alert energy. I repressed the urge to shudder and focused on Master Limp’s descent.
He maintained the same routine every time he came down. His injured leg didn’t allow for the same strength of other Watchers, so he was forced climb down a set of rope stairs, instead of jumping down into the hole. Whenever he climbed down, he had one of his flunkies keep watch from above, to pull him up in case something went wrong. My escape would be a matter of timing; I would have to make it to the top of the stairs, before they were pulled back by the flunky.
I stood and started backing away toward the levers.
Mister Limp’s face turned smug when he noticed my retreat. It was the first time I had retreated from his attack.
“Have we finally put fear into you?” he asked.
“Please don’t hit me anymore!” I said mustering all the fake fear I could manage. It sounded ridiculous to me, but I was certain he would never know the difference.
“This is progress!” he exclaimed. “Very good! But I’m afraid I can’t stop just because you want me to. We have to be sure of you. It’s a matter of doing something right.”
“Please!” I said continuing to back away from him.
“Come now, it’ll be over soon,” Master Limp said.
I reached the levers. “I know…”
My body tensed, and my whole spirit focused on this one attempt at freedom. This was the moment I had been waiting for, since Anna had taken me. It would be freedom or death, and I was determined to not die.
As soon as his foot touched the dirt floor of the pit, I turned around and pushed down all of the levers at once. The doors holding back the Nightstalkers opened. They were out of the cells, before Master Limp could get a handle on what I had done. The first Nightstalker tore into him, tearing him away from the rope ladder and in to the darker part of the pit. Master Limp’s startled yelp was consumed by the sounds of growling and snarling from the Nightstalkers. I hurried to the ladder, before they had finished dragging him away. The Nightstalkers made space for me, and a couple of tried to help boost me up with their snouts as I climbed.
The person at the top of the pit had either grown bored with their duties as rope manager, or was exceptionally indifferent to Master Limp’s fate. As I pulled myself out of the pit, I saw a young man with brown hair staring back at me. He was startled to see me, but he didn’t try to attack me either.
“You have two choices,” I told him as I placed my feet on the floor. “Run away or I will throw you down there with your master.”
“Is he dead?” the man asked.
Master Limp screamed out one last time as the Nightstalkers ripped him apart. His scream was cut short. I peeked down and saw the Nightstalkers finish Master Limp, dragging parts of him in different directions.
“Very,” I replied.
“Thank, God,” the man said. “I was about to lose my mind.”
“I’m sure,” I said not interested in his excuses.” Where are the levers for the doors down there?”
“Here.” He pointed to some levers along the wall.
“I would start the running away part now,” I told him.
I went to the levers and pushed them all down, trusting that one of them would open the doors I needed. I was at the last lever when I sensed the man pull a knife out from his boot. It was more a shift in the air, rather than any supernatural moment. I turned at the feeling. The knife was long and silver, gleaming in the light from above. The man smiled at me, as if he thought he had won something from me.
“Thanks for getting rid of him,” he said. “I’ve been waiting for a promotion. Unfortunately, I don’t want you to take my spot, either.”
“I don’t have time for you,” I told him.
Without waiting for him to attack, I kicked him in the gut. It wasn’t a hard kick, but it was enough to offset his balance. He stumbled back and fell into the pit. His screams and the sounds of him trying to fend of the Nightstalkers filled the air. His screams didn’t last long.
A part of me flinched away from the idea I had caused his death, but another part was more interested in doing whatever it took to escape. I took a deep breath, and very carefully put away the emotions tying me down. I would look at them later, when I had the luxury to do so. Right now, I had Nightstalkers waiting for me to lead them to freedom. I climbed back down and paused long enough at the second man’s body to grab his silver knife.
The knife in hand, I followed the lead Nightstalker out of the pit and in to the darkness beyond. The Nightstalkers surrounded me as we left our prison behind. They provided a buffer against the several brief, but deadly, encounters we had in the hall. When the hall opened up to the large room they had tattooed my foot in, the Nightstalkers paused as one. The Nightstalker in front sniffed the air, and its ears pricked up. A low growl started from the others. I put a hand on its snout to find out what the problem was.
What’s wrong? I asked.
Do you not hear it?
I strained to hear what he heard. I heard the normal sounds of screams, which wasn’t unusual down here, the sound of water dripping constantly, the sound of people moving and shifting in their cells, and then…
BOOM!!!
I jumped as the explosion sent dirt cascading down onto my head.
There is a fight. We must hurry.
The Nightstalker started forward; its toes took huge chunks out of the dirt floor as it started forward. As we ran, I saw others in the free-standing jails, their eyes terrified at seeing the Nightstalkers free. From the way I could hear their thoughts, I knew they were human. From their terror, I knew they assumed the Nightstalkers had come for them. There was too much terror to bear. I couldn’t just leave them to the fate I was trying to escape. It was wrong. To not help them was hypocritical. I left the safety of the Nightstalkers and went to the first cell.
The rest of the Nightstalkers pulled ahead, not seeing the people around them as worthy enough to save. They were more concerned with freedom. I didn’t blame them; most of their humanity had been lost with the change. Too, self-preservation would have been on any other human’s mind had they not been as stupid as I was.
The first Nightstalker noticed me leave the pack, however, and turned around, letting the rest run ahead. It approached me as I tried to use the knife I had taken to pick the lock. It whined once in a question. I sensed it hearing more than I did from the fight. It was obvious we were running out of time.
“I can’t just leave these people here. They have the right to choose if they want freedom or if they want to stay here. Just like you do.”
The Nightstalker thought over my words for a moment then moved closer. I flinched away automatically, but it wasn’t trying to attack me. With one huge swipe of its paw, it knocked away the lock. I looked at the creature in surprise, and it lowered its head for me to touch again.
I will help. But we must hurry. The fight outside is getting closer.
Thank you.
It moved away and knocked the rest of the locks free. The people inside the cells hesitated, eyeing my Nightstalker friend in fear.
“Run!” I yelled, to get them thinking along logical lines.
Fearing the thought of torture more than they feared the Nightstalker, they decided the risk was worth it. They started piling out through the narrow doors of their cells, pushing each other out of the way as they fought for freedom. I turned to head in the direction of the cells the Watchers were kept in, but the Nightstalker’s body language changed. It growled, and its lips pulled back over its gleaming teeth. Acid started to fall to the ground. I stepped away from it, thinking this change was directed at me. But it wasn’t. It was directed at something far worse.
“Are my little birdies trying to fly free?”
I spun around and saw Mama Dot step out from the hall. Her normally perfect hair was a mess, her clothes not as pristine as previous encounters. She had fought someone, though I wasn’t sure who. My heart full of hatred for her, I gripped the knife in my hand with more purpose.
“If you leave now, I promise I won’t kill you,” I said.
Mama Dot laughed. “Oh, come now. You couldn’t hurt me. If you had it in you, you would have already killed me. The truly murderous find a way…they always find a way.”
The Nightstalker shifted its weight, and I felt it preparing for a fight. Though one of the truly murderous, I wasn’t sure if it would win. I knew there was a risk it would fail. Mama Dot’s talent was too strong. I had made a promise to this creature; a promise I intended to keep. No matter the dark history of the Nightstalker, we were allies in this. I had an obligation to fulfill my end of the bargain. If it died, I would have failed my promise.
The part of me that had grown cold responded before the more emotional part of me could. I threw the knife straight at Mama Dot’s heart without bothering to warn her again. She hadn’t taken me serious; that was her problem, not mine.
She stared at the knife in her heart for a moment then collapsed to her knees with a startled expression on her normally serene face. I went to her and pulled the knife out of her chest.
“You shouldn’t underestimate me,” I said.
She collapsed sideways with a sigh.
I fought the emotions for a brief second, feeling shocked I had killed again so casually, but then I focused on what we were doing; the cold purpose steeled my heart against the pain. Escape was still priority number one. Escape didn’t care if my death count had just grown.
Another shockwave from an explosion rocked the building in emphasis of the thought. My Nightstalker had enough of my heroism – it was obviously ready to be free. Without warning, it grabbed the back of my much-abused shirt with its teeth, fresh burns appearing in the fabric, and placed me on to its back. Its sharp scales cut into my skin along my thighs and hands, but I didn’t have time to worry about the pain, because in the next moment we were running.
We barreled through any obstacle in our way, crushing our enemies as easily as a forepaw into the chest or a crunch of the Nightstalker’s massive jaws. It was easy to forget the people it killed were people; they were simply a blur of color and sound. We ran through the maze of cells, until we reached the long staircase that had started my adventure down here. The stairs were full of people running up, trying to force their way out of the door. They bottlenecked on the stairs. The way out had been blocked from the outside.
“Out of the way!” I yelled at the panicking people.
The pressed their bodies against the wall, gaping at me in astonishment and my strange mode of transportation. The Nightstalker didn’t even slow down at the sight of the rubble blocking the door. Running full speed, it took out the rubble blocking the door, as well as a good chunk of the wall.
I breathed in the salty air of the outside as the people poured out from the prison behind me. I reveled at the smell of fresh air and open spaces. It was night, the full moon hanging distant on the horizon. The moon was partially obscured with clouds, but its position told me it was very late. The light streaming down from its full glory was nothing compared to the light of various fires dotting the landscape. They were everywhere. The main house had fires peppering the large structure, while another fire burned near a garage. The cars inside had blown up from the flames. I took that to be the cause of the first ‘boom’ we had heard.
Watchers ran around the yard, searching for a better defensive position. No one seemed really sure where the fighting was coming from. Some carried swords, others carried automatic weapons. I didn’t see any Watchers involved in hand-to-hand combat, or any sign beyond the fires that there was an enemy force nearby. There was lots of yelling going on and very little real direction.
When we appeared, the ones with guns started firing, directing their aggression to us – the only real threat in the yard. The Nightstalker started running faster, tearing through anyone stupid enough to get in its way. I kept my head down and tried to avoid the bullets. Under the sudden deluge of flying bullets, dodging them all was impossible.
Another explosion rocked the night. As soon as the explosion sounded, I half turned to stare at the fireball. The turn saved my life. A second after the explosion, I felt a sharp pain in my shoulder, as one of the Watchers near us got lucky with their shooting. The bullet tore me away from the Nightstalker I was riding on. I hit the ground hard and rolled. The pain in my shoulder hurt more than any of Master Limp’s beatings.
I sat up in a daze, holding my shoulder, and saw Lorian’s Watchers running toward me. The Nightstalker had disappeared into the night, its bid at freedom complete. I didn’t blame it for running, or for leaving me to the others. Our partnership had ended with the free air we had found. Besides, it had already helped me free the prisoners. That was enough.
I recognized where I was in a glance. The ocean was to my left, the house to my right. The ocean was a pretty far drop, but if the Watchers reached me, I was either dead or doomed to live in the prison forever. Jumping felt pretty enticing from where I was sitting.
The pain in my shoulder trying to drag me under, I did the only thing that made sense at the time. I took advantage of my adrenaline, found my feet, and jumped toward the sound of waves below. As I fell, I thought I saw a strange light on the waves. It was a sharp light that moved in time to the rocking ocean. But my brain couldn’t reconcile what the light meant; I was too concerned with where I was headed.
The water rushed toward me.
I hit the dark water feet first; it felt as if I had crashed into a brick wall. The second I hit the water, everything went dark. My last thought was how I had never thought I would die in the Pacific Ocean; an ocean I loved so much.
The next thing I was aware of was a soft bed, an extreme pain in my shoulder, and the moon shining bright through a window near me. I opened my eyes and saw a plain white ceiling above me. It was so different from the underground ceiling I had grown accustomed to. I moved my arm to touch my forehead, a blinding headache pulsing through my head, and realized I was hooked up to a bag of fluids.
“Oh…” I said, realizing I hadn’t died. Then I passed out again.
I woke up two more times, only to promptly pass out again. Once, I saw a girl sitting in a chair near my bed. She had dark features and jagged hair. Purple streaks ran through her black hair. She was full of piercings, her ears, her nose, her eyebrow, were all pierced. She was dressed in black leather. She looked like a biker, complete with heavy motorcycle boots she had propped up on my bed as she read from a book. She smiled when she saw me awake, but we didn’t get the chance to speak. I passed out again. The second time I woke, I was alone again. The room was bright with sunlight, but deserted. I tried to force myself to get up, to find out where I was, but I passed again before I could.
The third time I woke up, it was dark again. I took a deep breath as I blinked myself awake, feeling more awake than my other attempts at consciousness. I stared at the bland ceiling for a long moment, trying to get a fix on my disorientation, the pain, anything that would help me focus. It seemed so very hard to focus.
“Is this time for real, or are you going to pass out again?” a man asked.
There was a focus.
I turned my head and saw a very tall man standing in the outline of my door. The moonlight didn’t cast light that far, so I was left to guess at his features. The only thing I could tell was that he was white and very tall. The feeling of tension in my gut told me he was a Watcher. My month and a half in torture-land had me on the defensive at the realization. Watchers were the enemy.
I spotted the silver knife I had stolen lying on a table next to me. It was the only weapon I had that could prevent certain death or another beating. I wouldn’t let anyone beat me again. Ignoring the aching, searing pain coursing through my body, I sat up and grabbed the knife. In the next breath I took, I pulled the IV out of my arm and found my feet again.
Holding the knife in front of me, like Jackson had taught me so many months ago, I tried to maintain my balance. My spinning head and weak knees did little to help. I felt like pitching over and falling asleep again, but I kept my focus on the man. The threat kept me aware that if I allowed myself to pass out, it could be the last time I allowed myself anything.
“So…not going to pass out again…” he said.
“I swear to God, if you step any closer, I will jam this right into your heart!” I yelled at him.
“I believe you,” he said.
His voice was smooth and warm. It soothed me, even as I sensed laughter in its depths. While I sensed he was capable and dangerous, he wasn’t worried about me hurting him. He found it amusing that I was threatening him. That annoyed me.
“Don’t patronize me,” I told him. “I’m not in the mood.”
“I’m not patronizing you…” he said in that same soothing voice.
“To hell you’re not!” I argued.
“Okay, I was a little,” he agreed.
“You’re doing it again,” I pointed out.
“Well, you are holding a knife in my general direction,” he said.
“You’re holding me captive, so I think we’re even,” I said.
“What gave you that idea?” he asked.
“I…”
I looked at the bar-less windows, the fact that the door didn’t have any heavy locks, the lack of silver around the room, and the fact that I had been attached to an IV instead of a wall. I knew Lorian’s people would have never healed me. They would have left me to die. So…where was I? And why were they healing me? I couldn’t understand. The idea that I had actually escaped was beyond me. It was too foreign after the hell I had lived through.
“Perhaps, we could start over?” the man asked. “Exchange stories, if you will. You can keep your knife, if it makes you feel better.”
I hesitated at the tone of his voice. He was so calm, so willing to let me have the ‘upper hand.’ I figured it was a ploy, but there was no denying the questions channeling through my body. What kind of ploy let me keep a dangerous weapon?
“You first,” I said.
“May I come into the room, or shall we have the conversation from here?” he asked.
“I sort of like a little bit of distance between us,” I said.
“Fair enough,” he said.
Sensing my distrust of what I couldn’t see, he took a single step closer, so that the moon shone directly on his face and illuminated his features. His features were strong, well-built. He had long black hair he kept pulled back into a tight knot and thick eyebrows, which gave him a perpetually dark expression. His eyes were a color of silver that pierced the dark with their intensity. He was wearing a black t-shirt and black pants. He had a necklace on that looked like dog tags and was heavily armed. He had a knife on his right hip, a gun on his left. I could tell the obvious weapons weren’t the only weapons he had. I realized I was out-gunned and possibly out-skilled, but he hadn’t chosen to use his weapons or his skills on me. It was confusing, but I was cautiously optimistic. Something about him was familiar. The way he held himself and the way he carried cool confidence in the depths of eyes reminded me someone, though I had trouble placing the name. I realized, too, that none of the Watchers I had met in the pit had looked like him. He was something different – possibly another threat, but different.
“My name is Reaper,” he said.
The knife in my hand lowered slightly at his words. I let out an involuntary laugh at the ridiculousness of his name. Reaper? Really?
He eyed me with a curious expression on his face. He couldn’t figure out what was so funny about his introduction. I could tell he wasn’t used to people laughing at him for so little.
“What?” he asked.
“Your name is Reaper? Here, we have the ferryman of souls himself, come to take the dead to their final resting place! Better not mess with Reaper, because it’s a one way trip to the river of the damned! It’s very terrifying,” I said dryly.
“You don’t think it’s scary?” he asked, hurt by my words.
“No, no, I’m sure people are very scared by it,” I said.
He smiled at my tone of voice. “There are some who have learned to fear it…May I continue?” he asked.
“Sure,” I agreed, trying to keep the amused smirk off my face.
“My group, which I am a founding member of, was involved in an encounter last night. We were getting one of our own out of a sticky situation. One of our lookouts saw you take a dive into the water, and my ship fished you out of the water. We thought you were one of Lorian’s, but the person we had come to rescue identified you as a prisoner. We patched you up, and here we are.”
“Are you Darian’s people?” I asked.
It was the only thing that made sense to me. The brothers, Darian and Lorian, had been fighting each other for longer than most Watchers had been alive. No one knew what started the war, but all Watchers ended up feeling its effects eventually. My escape attempt had gotten mixed up in one of the brothers’ battles.
“Nope,” Reaper said, surprising me.
“Then, why…”
I searched for the proper way to ask what I was doing here. It didn’t make sense that other Watchers would have dared attack Lorian. No one did. It was risky and dangerous. It was foolish, because Lorian was better equipped, better funded, and infinitely more dangerous than any group I had come to know about beyond Darian, and, of course, Marcus. I felt my heart drop. Had Marcus’ people found me? I knew they weren’t above healing me to try and trick me somehow. My suspicion showed on my face. Reaper smiled slightly and explained in that same soothing voice.
“We are the Saints. We like to think of ourselves as freedom fighters, though that term has been used too often by people not really interested in freedom. What we do is protect those who don’t wish to be a part of the war, and we fight those who wish to take our freedom from us.”
His words were magnetic, hard to disbelieve. I wasn’t sure if he really believed what he was saying or was the world’s best liar. Perhaps, it was a little of both.
“So…you’re crazy people?” I asked to clarify.
“Yes,” he replied. “But my words are the truth.”
“I’m not saying I believe you, but there were others. I managed to get them out of their cells. Did you pick them up, too? If you really protect the weak, you’ll have seen them to safety…right?”
“We managed to save around fifteen. I’m not sure what became of the others,” he said. “The fight was chaos. We did our best. You can talk to them, if you wish.”
“Oh…” I said.
I thought about his unusual appearance in my room and the way he was being so honest. Why was he being so honest with me? Why bother to tell me the truth? He could have healed me and sent me on my way. Telling me he was a freedom fighter felt planned. It was as if he had thought that knowledge would appeal to me. It did, but I didn’t understand how he had known it would. That made me suspicious again.
“Why are you telling me this?” I asked. “It’s obvious you want something, or you wouldn’t bother talking to me at all.”
He smiled again, but this time it was from respect. I sensed he hadn’t thought I would catch on so quickly.
“I have a feeling you’re not like the others we rescued,” he admitted.
“A feeling?” I asked.
“Well, you are the only one who managed to free the others – the only one who even bothered. You also managed to ride a Nightstalker to safety, according to my sources, and then jump into the ocean to escape Lorian’s people. That’s quite a feat,” he said.
“And what now?” I asked. “Why are you here?”
“I’m a curious person by nature,” Reaper said. “I just want to know your story…Speaking of that, I think it’s your turn.”
He wanted to know my story? He didn’t know the trouble he was searching for.
“My name is Clare. My past is full of bad luck. My future is full of uncertainty. My present is full of unknown. And you seriously don’t want to be caught up in any of it.”
“May I have a real answer?” he asked in a politely demanding voice.
“You may be quick to trust me, but I am not so quick to trust you back. I’ve spent the past month and a half locked in a room being beaten and convinced that the next moment was going to be my last. Everything I have ever loved has been taken from me. So, you’ll forgive me if I’m a bit skeptical about the goodness of people right now.”
“I understand…” he said quietly. He eyed me carefully. I must have looked as bad as I felt, because he nodded at the bed. “Perhaps, you should sit. You’ve been shot, tortured, and forced to endure my name, I’m not sure standing is such a good thing just now.”
I eyed the bed, knowing that sitting would give him the advantage. My knees trembled in exhaustion in contrast to the thought. Who was I kidding? He was a Watcher – his advantage over me was astronomical. My uncertainty showed on my face. He was aware of it before I was.
“You can keep your knife, and I promise not to get close enough to hurt you,” he said.
I hesitated for another moment. Then, I made the choice to trust him as far as I could trust anyone under the circumstances. If he had wanted me dead, he would have killed me already.
“All right,” I said.
I sat down on the bed, keeping a firm hold on my knife just in case. I winced as my shoulder pulsed with a sharp pain at the movement. The last time I had gotten shot, I had been healed by Eli. I had only dealt with the pain for a matter of minutes. Dealing with it long term hurt more than I had expected.
“We tried to patch you up as best we could. River has a bunch of medical text books, but we don’t have an actual healer. I’m afraid you’re just going to have to heal yourself as best you can,” Reaper said.
“Yeah, I’m used to it…Listen, I’m still not sure if this is trap, but on the crapshoot this isn’t, thanks for all this,” I said.
I didn’t want to seem ungrateful for what they had done. Not trusting him didn’t change the fact that he had saved my life. I would worry about trust later.
“You’re welcome,” he said.
He started to leave, understanding that my story would have to wait for another time. It would have to wait for trust. He paused at the door and turned to me again, his face obscured by the darkness again.
“Can you tell me one thing?” he asked.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“You are a human, right?” he asked.
I smiled at the question. “We all are, Reaper. I’m just a little more than you are.”
Though I couldn’t see his face, I sensed he liked my answer. He wasn’t annoyed by the fact that I hadn’t answered him with a ‘yes’ or a ‘no;’ he was more curious than ever. I knew that I wouldn’t be able to satisfy his curiosity…not until I knew for certain he wasn’t the enemy.
“Let me know if you need anything…or you find yourself ready to talk. I’m three doors down. You’re welcome to stay here as long as you would like. I would just prefer to know if you’re going to leave us. It’s a security thing. If you do decide to leave, I’ll take you wherever you want to go. Also, feel free to wander around the grounds…My house is your house.”
I nodded and didn’t reply. He left, humming an old song that sounded familiar to me, and I was left alone again with the moonlight, my knife and the odd feeling that I had finally escaped my prison cell.
My mind whirled with possibilities as I tried to catch up with the situation. Was he for real? Had I really escaped? Was I free? It had felt as if I would never breathe free air again.
I lay back on the bed, on the side that wasn’t hurt, and stared at the moonlight streaming in through the large window. It was my first real look at the moon since New Orleans. I had missed it. The moon’s light spoke to me softly; it urged me to relax, to welcome its light back into my heart.
I cradled the knife close to my chest, and felt my brain trying to come out of the emotional protection I had forced on to it. I had kept the pain locked away behind a barrier. But not now. Not here. Feeling was dangerous. I couldn’t do it yet. It was too early to allow hope. I would decide what to do tomorrow.
I shut my eyes, deciding the morning would be a better time for decisions.
 




Chapter 4
 

When I woke the following morning, the first thing I was aware of was the birds chirping a greeting to the dawn. I listened to the sound of the birds for a long time. It was the best music I had heard in over a month. Even the pain in my shoulder dulled at the soothing sound of their caroling. I felt a small smile form on my lips as I listened. Their song told me it was okay to feel what I was feeling; it was okay to hope that my freedom was real.
Deciding I wanted to see what the birds saw, I pushed away the blankets that had somehow found their way over me as I slept and stood. The knife had fallen to the bed during my time in dream-land. I grabbed it again, unwilling to go far without my only form of protection, and went to the window.
As I looked out, I realized I was on top of a mountain. Large trees decorated the mountain I was on top of; they were the sort of trees I had grown to love on the west coast. Rough underbrush spread out along the hills under the massive trees. The underbrush was untamed and threatened to take over the dirt driveway with its sharp foliage. I sensed it was done on purpose, to hide the path from anyone curious enough to follow it.
I craned my neck, to look straight down, and saw that I was up high, on the second or third level of a very large, brick building. To my left, there was another large structure that looked like a barn. What I saw through the barn’s open doors suggested it had been turned into a garage. Cars were overflowing the large structure; some of the cars were what I would have expected, but others were fancy and way out of my price range. On my right, I saw the ocean and a large cargo ship on the horizon. I figured the ship to be the one they had picked me up in.
People were everywhere on the outside of the property. Some were sitting and enjoying the sunrise, some read books, and others were hanging out in groups of Watchers. Still others paced the property, their eyes alert for threats. I knew they were the sentries. I was surprised at the number of people wandering around. My mind had put a lesser number to the people in the Saints when Reaper had told me of his group. I couldn’t see how so many people would actually agree to fight the war against Lorian and Darian. Most of the Watchers I had met were too concerned about survival to be so idealistic. I was impressed and slightly skeptical at the same time.
“You’re awake!” a voice said from behind me.
I spun at the voice, my heart racing at the unexpected voice. I hadn’t heard anyone walking in the hall; I had been too preoccupied. The voice belonged to the same girl I had seen between waking and dreaming. Her black hair was still streaked with purple, her clothes as dark as Reaper’s. I wondered if black was some sort of uniform. Her eyes were a brilliant blue and full of kindness as she looked at me.
“Oh! Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you,” she added. She eyed the knife but didn’t make mention of it. She held up some clothes. “I brought you something to wear. They’re mine, so they might not fit right, but it’s all I had. I hope you don’t mind black…”
“No…I don’t mind.”
“I had a feeling you’d say that,” she said with a smile. “Would you like to take a shower?”
I hesitated, still feeling suspicious, but her face was so full of kindness, I couldn’t help but relax.
“Do I smell that bad?” I joked.
“Well, now that you mention it…” she teased gently.
“A shower would be great,” I admitted. I couldn’t name the last time I had a real shower.
“Follow me, then.”
“Okay...”
We walked out into the hall. It was broad and full of light from the rows of windows lining it on the opposite side from the door. The windows ran from the floor to the ceiling. On my side of the hall, there was a long row of doors. As we walked past, I saw room after room mirroring mine. Many of the rooms were empty of people but showed off posters of girls, cars and movie stars, and junk accumulated from the person who claimed the room as their own. Other doors were shut, retaining privacy from curious onlookers. Most of the rooms held two beds per room; mine had only held one.
“I’m River,” the girl introduced herself.
“Clare,” I replied.
“This place use to be a school for delinquent boys,” River told me as I looked around in curiosity. “Reaper bought it from the previous owner a couple years ago. It’s been the closest thing to a home many of us have ever had.”
“It’s massive…” I said as the corridor stretched out in front of us in a seemingly unending line.
“There used to be a lot of trouble-making boys, I guess,” she said. “King actually went here when he was little…”
“So, you’re part of this…group?” I shied away from the word ‘gang’ feeling it would be offensive, though it felt close to what they were.
“Yep. Reaper, um, freed me about three years ago. I’ve been part of the Saints ever since.”
“I see,” I said, letting her keep her story to herself. I didn’t feel it was right to pry when I definitely didn’t want anyone prying into mine.
River seemed to appreciate me not asking about her history. She continued with her explanation.
“We can be a rambunctious, crazy bunch, but we’re all agreed on one thing…this war, Marcus’ Seekers, everything, needs to stop before it destroys us all.”
She said it with the fervor of one who truly believed what they were saying. I wasn’t sure if Reaper had sent her to try and sway me to their way of thinking, or if she thought it was important for me know. Her words made sense, though, more sense than I wanted them to.
“I can agree to that,” I said reluctantly.
“It’s strange how many can’t. They’re scared, afraid of what will happen to them if they are found…so they give up. They join Marcus or the brothers, just to feel safe again. They don’t realize that joining them lowers their life expectancy,” she said.
“That just means the other groups have a lot of scared, uncommitted people on the opposite side of the fence.”
“There are also a lot of determined, smart, people as well,” River said.
She pushed through a heavy set of doors, and we walked down three sets of stairs. On the first floor of the large school, she took me down another long hallway lined with doors. These doors were universally open. Chairs and desks were scattered about the rooms, blackboards filled with obscenities and pictures were in every room. I could tell the rooms weren’t used for much beyond the occasional get together of party-seeking Watchers. The only door that was shut was the last door in the hall. I was naturally, immediately curious.
“What’s in there?” I asked.
“That leads down to arena. It’s where we go to hash out our problems, without bringing the whole building down.”
“Oh,” I said, wondering how often that happened.
“Through here,” she said, ignoring my unspoken question.
She led me through a large gym and into a locker room. She set the clothes down on a bench and pointed out where everything was.
“The showers are through there. Soap and shampoo are kept in that end locker there. Take whatever you need,” she said.
“Thanks,” I said.
“Can you find your way back up, or do I need to hang around?” she asked.
“I’m fine. Thanks for showing me the way.”
“Sure. I’ll be in the common area if you need me. It’s on the second floor, all the way to the end of the hall. Just follow the sounds of people being loud and crazy, and you’ll find it,” she said.
“Okay,” I said.
She smiled at me and left the locker room. I waited to hear the sounds of her feet on the hall before I allowed myself the chance to relax. Though she was kind, the tension had become too much of a habit. It would take more to make me feel completely at ease around the people here. When she was gone, I focused on the reason I was in the locker room.
I scooped up the clothes River had leant me, found what I needed for the shower, and let myself into the showers. The showers were actually one big room; it offered little in the way of privacy. The room was full of shower heads hanging from the ceiling; there were around forty or fifty shower heads bolted to stone columns. The floor of the room was concrete, while the walls were made of white stone. A bench ran the length of the back wall, for people to set their things on.
After double checking no one was around, I undressed slowly, hampered by my injury. I removed the bandage on my shoulder carefully, eyeing the wound for a moment. It was red, but had started to close. I hoped that was a good sign and not a sign of infection or something worse. It was hard to tell.
I kept the knife close as I undressed, still feeling as if I would be attacked at any moment. Finally undressed, I put the knife on the ground next to me and turned on the water. It sputtered and flickered for a minute, but finally came out in a steady stream of hot water.
I washed my body three times, determined to get the dirt, blood, and memories of the past off. It wasn’t until I rinsed my foot – a foot I had managed to keep buried in dirt – that I realized washing the past off was not so easy.
When I saw the number Mama Dot had tattooed on me, so dark against my pale, now clean, skin, it was like a punch to the gut. I sank to the floor at the sight of it, memories of my time in the pit flooding through my body. It was like I was reliving it – every blow, every moment of pain surged through my body, like it was the first time.
I took hold of the soap and started scrubbing at the numbers, trying to get them off. I wanted the memories to stop. I wanted the past to be someone else’s past. When the soap failed to scrub the numbers away, I started using my nails to try and get them off. Scrubbing too hard – blood starting to leak down from the wounds I was gouging in to my flesh – I started sobbing. The cries racked through my body. It was the first time I had allowed myself any emotion beyond anger in a long time. The feeling overwhelmed my senses. A part of me cringed away from the crying, fearing it was a loss of something. Another part of me, the part that was healthy, told me to keep on crying, to keep crying until I had gotten all the crying out of my system. The two conflicting urges kept my body locked in a state of war.
I wasn’t sure how long I sat there crying and trying to get the numbers off my skin, but it was long enough for someone to hear me with their super-hearing. It was long enough for the fact that something wasn’t right to sink into their awareness.
A towel was wrapped around me, and gentle hands forced me to stand, tearing my hands away from my foot.
“Come on,” Reaper said, his face appearing out of the haze of my tears. “Come sit down.”
I was still crying, but I did as he asked, not resisting his touch. It was too hard to fight back, when I was lost in the pain. He helped me sit on the bench then bent down to look at my foot. Bright red blood dripped on to the concrete of the floor, as he gently held my foot. He sighed when he realized what I had done. I could tell he knew what the numbers meant. He picked his cellphone out of his pocket and dialed a number.
“River, come to the showers, please…Thanks.” He hung up again.
“Mmmmyyyy kniffee?” I asked stuttering over the words as I cried.
He dropped my foot and fetched the blade for me. “Here it is,” he assured me.
I wrapped my hand around the hilt, treating it as a child would treat a safety blanket. It was my protection from the bad things. Reaper turned off the water from the shower and sat down next to me in silence. He let me cry without trying to comfort me, without saying words I would hate him for later. It made me feel better.
It didn’t take River long to come downstairs. When she saw me, and the blood dripping from my foot, her eyes grew pained.
“She said she didn’t want me to hang around,” she explained to Reaper. “I would have stayed, if I thought…”
“Just fix her up,” Reaper told her.
She bent down, but hesitated before she touched me. “Is it okay to touch you?” she asked.
I nodded, not really knowing what I was agreeing to. So what if she touched me? It wouldn’t stop the pain in my chest.
Her hands were gentle as she cleaned up the blood I had etched out with my nails and put a bandage on my foot. As she worked, her eyes let me know she understood the tattoo as well. It went beyond simple understanding. When she was done with my foot, she put a fresh bandage on my shoulder. I let her tend to my wounds without moving. The tears tracking down my face were all I could focus on.
“You smell a lot better,” she told me as she finished tying the last knot on the cloth at my shoulder.
I almost laughed. I wiped away some of the tears on my face. “Thanks.”
“I’ll leave you ladies to it…” Reaper said. He looked relieved that I had stopped crying. “I’ve got some details to work out, about something scheduled tonight. If you need to talk…” Reaper left the offer hanging.
I nodded, unable to meet his eyes. I hated he had seen me like this; I hated anyone had seen me like this. He left, and River took his seat. Understanding and compassion radiated from her body. The compassion linked us for a long moment; neither of us felt compelled to speak. River broke the ice.
“Can I get you anything?” River asked.
“No,” I said quickly, not wanting to be the helpless patient any longer.
I sniffed and wiped the rest of the wayward tears away. The tears had given me a portion of my emotions back. I felt my mind working beyond the shield I had built up. I wasn’t back to normal, but I was working on it. A veil had lifted from my heart, and I realized that I had to keep the numbness away. Keeping it away meant finding the rest of my emotional stability.
“Yes,” I said suddenly.
“What?”
What mattered now that I was free was finding out what had happened to the others I cared about most. I had to know if they were dead. Maybe, I would help the Saints – if they were legitimately concerned with helping people. Maybe, I would go find Anna and show her my new knife – before hunting Lorian down and making him pay. I wasn’t really sure what I would do; all I knew was that I had to know where my family was. They were the only thing that mattered now. Knowing what had happened to them would decide my future. If they were dead, I knew the veil would never lift entirely. But if they were alive…
“I need to check on someone…multiple someones,” I told River. “I need to know what happened to them.”
“Family?” she asked carefully.
“Yes,” I agreed.
She eyed me curiously. Her words were dark, but I knew she felt she had an obligation to say them to me, to save me despair in the future. They were words born out of experience.
“If Lorian’s people took you from them, they’re probably dead. They don’t leave human survivors to come looking for their loved ones. It’s too messy.”
“It’s not like that,” I explained. “Anna took me from Marcus’ nest in New Orleans. My friends and I were trying to free the people down there. There was an explosion after she captured me, and I have to know if they got out.”
River’s eyes lit up with surprise. Whatever she had thought of my past, she hadn’t included New Orleans into her guess.
“You were there, at Marcus’ nest when it blew up?” she asked.
“You heard about that?” I asked, equally as surprised.
“Are you kidding? When one of Marcus’ nests gets blown up, that sociopath Damian is killed, and a good portion of his Seekers in the city are wiped out, we hear about it. It’s our job to hear about it. I can’t believe that was you!” River said.
“I have a way with chaos,” I said.
She was thinking over my words, her face a mixture of cautiousness and excitement. Her next question was curious.
“You mentioned an Anna…who is she to you?” she asked.
“Anna is one of Lorian’s soldiers. She’s aiming for best murderer of the year, I think. Keeps killing people. She was the one who captured me and sent me to rot in that hell hole. If I ever get the chance, I’m going to hunt her down and kill her dead,” I promised.
“Ah.”
River clasped her hands together thoughtfully and stared at her feet. She frowned as if she couldn’t believe anything I had said.
“So, all you want is for us to help you find out about your friends in New Orleans?” River asked.
I shook my head. I had no intention of letting them help me. It wasn’t just that I didn’t fully trust them yet, it was the fact that my life had a way of sucking people into dangerous situations they had no business being sucked into. I was more aware of that than ever. I shook my head for another reason. I seriously doubted New Orleans was the answer to finding them.
“I just need a ride back to my hometown. If my friends are alive, they wouldn’t have stuck around in New Orleans for long. I mean, I know you guys saved my life and you don’t owe me anything, but even a bus ticket would be a big help. I’ll owe you. I’m good on paying my debts.”
She waved a hand, dismissing my promise. “Let me talk to Reaper. I’ll see what I can do.”
“Thanks,” I said, hoping she meant it.
“In the meantime, I think you should get some rest,” she said.
“I’ll think about it,” I said.
She stood. “Are you okay now?” she asked, before she walked away.
I sighed. Crying had taken a lot out of me, and the dark depression hovered near my heart, but I was free, and I had a purpose again. That purpose was all that mattered.
“Better than I’ve been in a long time,” I said.
She nodded and left me to change in private. I got dressed, every piece of clothing I put on added to the feeling I had carried with me since I had woken up. I had escaped from the darkness of the pit a new person. I was no longer the Clare I had known. I had found the ability to look death in the eyes and not fear it; I had experienced an erosion of some of my most deeply held opinions, and an affirmation of others, and had found myself tested in ways no person should feel tested. But I was, more than ever, determined to never live in a cage, to stop the violence around me, and protect the ones I love. I would do what it took to find Daniel, Ellen, Alex, and the others. Nothing would stand in my way.
Lost in the realization that I had changed more than I had ever thought I could, I finally stood. The clothing River had given me was a mirror of my old self and a reflection of my new self. They mirrored my Punk sense of taste, but they were darker. It was the clothing of someone who would do whatever it took to get the job done.
Reaper and River were waiting for me in the room I had woken up in. Reaper’s eyes were burning with curiosity. It was obvious River had told him about New Orleans. I thought he was going to question me, to figure how I tied in to so many extraordinary circumstances, but he didn’t.
“River tells me you wish to look for some people,” he said.
“Yes.”
“May I make a suggestion?” he asked.
“I suppose,” I said.
“You can barely walk, your face looks like someone used it as a punching bag, your shoulder is weak from your gunshot, and you look as if you haven’t had a good meal in a year…take some time, a couple weeks at most, to get back to full strength. Then, when you have that strength, I promise to personally help you search for your friends.”
“Two weeks?” I asked.
“What is two weeks, if it means you are better able to search for your friends?” Reaper asked.
“Listen to him,” River encouraged. “You won’t do anyone any good if you collapse during the search.”
Two weeks felt like an eternity, but I sensed the logic in his words. It would give me time to come up with a plan. It would give me time to gain my strength back for a search that could take months.
It occurred to me that Reaper might have been manipulating me somehow, but I needed his help, and I wanted to believe he was looking out for me. I needed allies more than I needed paranoia. It was a leap of faith I had to take.
“Two weeks,” I agreed. “But don’t think you can push the time back again. If you don’t help me after those two weeks, I’m gone.”
“I am a man of my word,” Reaper said.
“We’ll see,” I replied.
He walked around me to get to the door. As he passed me, his eyes told me he wasn’t a liar; he didn’t make promises he didn’t intend on keeping. I hoped his eyes were prone to telling the truth.
River smiled amicably when he was gone. “Since you’ll be staying, do you want to meet the others? They’ve been pretty curious about you.”
“Others?” I asked. Did she mean the whole group? There had been lots of faces on the grounds…there was no way she could mean all of them.
“We have some who are just looking for protection, a place to lie low. We have those who are in transit. They don’t know what they are looking for. Then, there are the actual members of the Saints. They’re the ones who have decided, like me, to make a stand for something. They are the ones that carry out the actual missions. There are different levels in that, though, ‘cause, you know, trust is hard to come by. There are ten of us who are sort of…”
“Generals?” I supplied.
“I like that,” she agreed. “Within the Saints, there are those who have proven themselves to us, but haven’t been around long enough to gain ‘general’ status. And then there are those who are trying to prove themselves and earn their acceptance in the group.”
“Sounds pretty complicated,” I said. “Is Reaper a general?”
“He’s the president,” she said.
“Not dictator?” I asked.
River smiled. “No. He started the Saints, but we always have a choice whether or not to follow him, which we always do…follow him, I mean. He’s smart, takes care of us, and has a master plan locked in his head. He’ll lead us to victory, I’m sure.”
Her confidence in him said a lot about her and even more about him. I just wondered if they weren’t deluding themselves. Not dying felt like a win to me – what they had in mind would take years, if not centuries. Fighting against Lorian, Darian and Marcus was not as easy as she made it sound.
“Lead the way, I guess,” I said.
I followed River out of the room and down the hall. She led me toward the stairs again. As we walked, she talked about the group – its mission and its purpose. She kept circling back to the ideals of the group and that all Watchers deserved freedom. She was very adamant on that issue. I listened carefully. Part of me was skeptical of the fact that they could just be romanticizing freedom fighters, spouting the ideals, but not doing as much as they claimed. Another part of me loved the idea of what they were trying to accomplish. If it was true.
On the second floor, she took me down the long hall and into an open room at the very end of the hall. This room had sofas and round tables scattered around in a chaotic clutter. People sat around the tables and on the sofas, some in groups, and others singularly. It made the room feel even more cluttered. There was a lot of noise in the form of laughter, talking and music, as people let off steam and did whatever they wanted.
One group in particular caught my attention, mainly because they were the largest of the groups. They sat at the table closest to the door. Out of all the Watchers in the room they were the most relaxed; I sensed it was because they were the most capable. They were playing poker; playing with a lot of cash on the table. I didn’t need River to tell me they were part of the ‘general’ crowd. It was as obvious as the dawn.
I scanned the faces of the group in curiosity, wondering what it took to be one of Reaper’s top ten. I was more than a little startled when I recognized a face in the group. The neon blue eyes, the tattoo of the King of Spades, and, certainly his face, were familiar. It was the man who had taken me from Anna and given me to Master Limp. He was one of Lorian’s.
My body tensed from the urge to either fight or flee. I choose to fight. I took out the knife I had placed in my boot for safekeeping and crouched into a ready stance. He saw me, saw my reaction to him, and immediately stood. His face was apologetic, and his hands rose in a peaceful gesture. The others in the room stopped their merrymaking, so they could stare at me.
I ignored the stares and focused on the man. His eyes were the only ones I cared about. I wanted to rip them from his skull. River put her hand out as I glared at the man.
“Whoa! Hold your horses!” River told me. “What’s your deal?”
“She thinks I work for Lorian,” the man told her. “She saw me there. I took her to the holding cell.”
River’s face flooded with understanding. “Oh, I see. Clare, meet King. King here is the reason we were at Lorian’s, on the night we rescued you. We sent him there to spy on the organization…but he was discovered. We went there to get him out.”
“Sorry about turning you over to…” King started to say.
“Master Limp?” I said.
He laughed at my description, but I wasn’t in the mood for laughs.
“Sorry for allowing that creature to hurt innocent people? To hurt me?” I demanded.
“I was just doing my job,” he said.
“When you pretend to be evil, you learn to be evil. Pretending caves way to being,” I said. “You are the way you act.”
“That’s a very astute thought,” another man at the table said. “We should talk about it.”
“This is Preacher,” River said, trying to deflect away from King.
The man was black, with a large amount of curly hair pulled away from his face by a rubber band. His beautiful face was marred by a single scar just under his eye. His eyes were a dark orange. They were the most peaceful eyes I had ever seen; they were eyes that had spent days upon days in deep thought. I nodded at him politely, but kept my eyes on King.
King was fuming at my words. His face was full of anger; his neon eyes swirled with black.
“You don’t know me!” he said. “I didn’t like what I had to do, but it saved a lot of people’s lives. The information I was able to get…”
“King…” River warned.
He clamped his mouth shut and glared at me.
“I’m done playing.” He threw his cards on the table and stormed out.
A girl with long brown hair reached across the table and picked up his cards, to look at his hand. “Damn. I had him, too…”
“He would have out-bluffed you,” a blonde girl said.
“We need to talk for a moment,” River hissed in my ear.
She pulled me out of the room, down the remaining flight of stairs, and out to the back of the school.
“You need to be careful,” River warned, once we were outside.
“I saw him at Lorian’s! What was I supposed to think?!” I asked.
“That Reaper would know if his people were spying on him or not,” she replied.
“I don’t know Reaper, either!” I said. “I don’t know what he’s capable of.”
“Fine. Fair enough. Here’s a warning for the future: Reaper doesn’t babysit us. There is no martial law here. You got a problem here you take it to the pit and fight it out. If you say ‘no’ you gotta leave. What we’re doing is too big to worry about everyone getting in fights for stupid reasons. People don’t say things here unless they want a fight…and let me assure you of something: everyone here is capable. Don’t doubt it for a moment.”
“I will take your warning under consideration,” I said dryly, sticking my knife back into my boot.
I wouldn’t let her warning scare me. I would always say what I thought. That was just me.
“You are a very peculiar person,” she said after a moment.
I smiled; the smile hurt from dozen of memories I didn’t want to face. Memories of Daniel.
“True,” I said.
“I would apologize to King. He’s very sensitive,” River added. She started to walk back inside. “Best not to have any enemies, even if you are just staying for a couple of weeks.”
“Yeah…maybe,” I said.
Apologizing felt impossible. He had been there in one of my darkest hours and had done nothing to prevent my fate. I could rationalize the fact that he was operating on orders, but that didn’t change the memory.
When River was gone, I leaned against the brick wall and watched the landscape in front of me. I was on the opposite side of the school than my room. On this side there was nothing beyond the barren mountains. The farther away the mountains were, the less they were covered in vegetation. I thought I recognized the mountain chain, but it was hard to be sure. I realized I hadn’t even asked where I was, though I doubted we had left California.
Two weeks, I told myself, readjusting the arm that had been shot. Two weeks until I knew the truth of what had become of my family. It would be two weeks of avoiding the others, to avoid any more encounters like the one I had just faced. I didn’t need the tension or the attention. I had other things to worry about. I had plans to make and healing to do. Getting close to people who I would inevitably leave wasn’t on the to-do list.
The thing about intention is that it never goes to plan. Something always comes along to bend ‘intention’ to its will.
The next morning I woke up as suddenly as a door snapping shut.
Had a door snapped shut?
I rolled over on my bed and saw that I wasn’t alone. King had come to find me. I tensed, thinking he had come for a fight, but his mood was far different. He sat in the chair near my bed and looked at me solemnly. His piercing eyes were extremely disconcerting. Even though they were hard to look into, I stared into them, searching for a reason for his unorthodox visit.
“I’m sorry,” he said finally. “I’m not sorry for doing my job, but I am sorry you were hurt because of it.”
“You’re sorry, but you’re not?” I asked sarcastically. “That means a lot.”
“This was a waste of time,” he muttered, standing.
I shook my head at his words. I was being stupid and childish. It took a lot for him to come and apologize. I knew that.
“Apology accepted,” I said, before he could leave. “I’m also sorry for calling you evil, and for wanting to use my knife on you.”
He smiled at my apology and sat back down on the chair. He made a temple with his fingers in front of chest. He thoughtfully touched the temple to his lips.
“There was so much chaos that night; do you know what happened to, uh…‘Master Limp’ and Mama Dot?”
“Dead,” I told him.
His face showed his approval. “Good. Did you do it?” he asked.
“Master Limp was killed by a group of Nightstalkers…Mama Dot...was all me.”
I still couldn’t believe I had killed her. I couldn’t believe how easy it had been and how little I regretted it. It was very different than my last kill. My official count was up to five, though I wondered if I could claim Master Limp and his helper…Having the Nightstalkers commit the murder still felt as if it was on my shoulders.
“I wish I had seen it,” King said.
“It didn’t feel as good as I thought it would,” I admitted. “More like I had given them what they wanted all along.”
He nodded. “I know the feeling.”
“What happened to the others who escaped?”
“Some left to go find their families…others are hanging around, until they figure out what they want to do. Most of them don’t have the courage to commit to our cause,” he said.
“The prison had a way of sucking out courage,” I said.
“Or building it up,” he said thoughtfully.
I shrugged noncommittally and went back to avoiding his eyes. I wondered which group I belonged to. Neither really seemed to fit me.
“River said you were hanging around, until you got your strength back. Then, you’re gonna find your friends or something?” he asked.
“Yeah. Why do ask?”
“We have a weight room here…it could help you with the first part, if you were willing to take advantage of it…”
I consider his offer. I was so out of shape that even walking up stairs took a bit of effort. How was I going to search for my family when I could barely manage walking? I was weak. Working out – working to reclaim my strength – felt like a better way to spend my weeks.
“Where is it?” I asked.
“I’ll show you…” he offered.
I followed him out of the room, feeling my opinion of him shift. It wasn’t trust, but it was the beginning of not hating everyone even remotely associated with my imprisonment. It was as good a place as any to start.
The weight room was on the second floor, and was full of people when we entered. Various work-out machines decorated the space; heavy bags were in the far corner, and a space for sparring was in the middle of the room. Everyone stopped what they were doing when I entered and stared as if they hadn’t seen a person before. The only sounds I heard, though, were of the machines, and other sounds from around the school. There were no thoughts being forced on me. There was just the eerie silence of cold-blooded killers looking at me. It was only thing different in a situation that felt entirely too familiar.
“Talk about déjà vu,” I said.
“How do you mean?” King asked, waving at a few of the people.
“This happened to me the last, first day of high school. I just can’t escape being stared at,” I said.
“Well, if you hadn’t threatened me with a knife, they probably wouldn’t care about you,” King said. “They just want to know if we came here to fight.”
“Oh! The answer is ‘no,’” I told the room.
The people around us started lifting their weights, punching on bags, and otherwise pretending to ignore us. King laughed a laugh that spilled over into the space. It was infectious. My lips lifted into a reluctant grin. He winked at a pair of girls in the corner of the room and plopped down on a resistance machine. He started using it, still chuckling over my reaction to the stares.
I went over to a leg lift machine, figuring my legs would be an easier place to start than my arms. My arm throbbed in pain every time I even thought about moving it; I would have to take it easy. As I pumped my legs on the machine, I was surprised at how glad I was for King’s visit. He was the first person to offer me a way to escape drowning in my thoughts. Perhaps, he had known this all along; it was why he had come to visit me.
I worked out until I was exhausted – which didn’t take very long. I knew it would take time until I was back to full strength, but I enjoyed the work more than I had ever enjoyed work before. It was another new beginning for my new self. It was a step to build up the rebirth of my body. King stayed with me for the entre workout, his words and his presence a steady comfort to the mission I had placed on my body.
Our exercise time would become a ritual. It was the only thing that kept me from submitting to the idea that no matter the amount of planning I did, it wouldn’t stop the fact that Daniel and the others were dead.
It was the only thing that kept the two weeks of waiting manageable. It was the light that shone in the darkest of places.
It was my hope.
 




Chapter 5
 

King was like clockwork.
Every morning, just as dawn was breaking, he came and got me to exercise. There were no excuses to be made. I came with him, or else.
He stayed in the workout room with me, until I was too tired to workout anymore. He did a lot of talking during our time together, more talking than I did. Every day, his words taught me a little more about the Saints and how they operated. I learned other things as well, things I couldn’t help but notice.
It was obvious that night was the group’s busiest time of day. Daylight saw to a packed house at the school; it bustled with people going about their lives, planning missions, working out, getting in some quality reading time, various activities that kept them occupied. But night was different. People always left at sunset, the barn’s cars emptying and refilling again as the night wore on. The peace of the day was replaced by purpose of the dark. I often sat in my room and watched the people as they came and went, allowing myself the curiosity of distance but never allowing myself the chance to really commit to their world.
King didn’t go out like the others did. He confessed that Reaper was making him lie low for a while; Lorian’s people were looking for him. Reaper couldn’t take the chance of letting him be found.
King also explained during our numerous workout sessions how the Saints earned their keep. It wasn’t just saving people from dungeons or spying on the enemy. They were also criminals; proud criminals who took pride in their work. They stole cars, robbed places; did anything that would help finance their operation. They were careful to only steal from places that could afford it, or places that had ties to bad Watchers. They were the Robin Hoods of our kind, but instead of giving to the poor, they kept the money for themselves to finance their fight for freedom.
King was passionate about the fight, whenever he brought it up. His words tried to persuade me of their vision. I knew that passion wasn’t the same thing as ‘good,’ but I listened to his words with more interest each day.
Slowly, very slowly, I started to find my strength again. My arm would take a long time to heal properly, but I started to develop muscles in my body again, strength I had lost during my imprisonment. It felt good, as if I were doing something rather than just waiting around for a deadline. At the end of the first week I started running again, wanting to push my body as hard as was prudent.
My first run I did alone – aware King could probably outrun me and then some – but the second one I went on, he and River both joined me. From the way they let me run in front, I felt as if I were the president on a jog around the White House. I knew the second we started running, even if they didn’t want me to know, that they were keeping an eye on me. I wasn’t sure if was Reaper’s orders, or River’s concern I would try and attack my foot again, but it was obvious.
It wasn’t until I was halfway through my two weeks that King learned I could fight. We were in the weight room again. Two men were sparring in the center area, while we lifted weights. King watched the pair, calling out occasional insults to both as they fought. The pair took his abuse with good grace, calling insults back to him familiarly. Their jibes were something I enjoyed about the weight room. There was no ego…just people enjoying their workouts as much as the company of the other people around them. It was ‘retraining’ in a whole different way. It was a reminder that not everything was a mission or a plan. Not everything had to have a purpose.
As the pair fought, I watched with a critical eye.
“That guy in the red is about to be hit in the face,” I told King.
The guy in question was knocked off his feet as his opponent punched him hard in the jaw. He groaned as he hit the floor then started laughing as the first man helped him to his feet. There was no ego-stroking, and the man who had hit the floor seemed to appreciate his opponent’s skill.
“How’d you know?” King asked.
“He left his guard wide open. Plus, the other guy was as obvious as a Democrat in Texas.”
“So you can fight, huh?” King asked, looking at me as if I had purposefully not told him.
“Uh…no?”
“Liar! Come on…practice bout. I’ll go easy on you,” he offered.
“I’m handicapped, remember?” I pointed at my shoulder.
“Oh…scared, huh? It’s cool, I get it,” he said.
My lips pursed; a dangerous sign.
“Just don’t come crying to me when your ass is kicked so hard, you think it’s your face,” I said.
“Big words, big words!” he said.
I followed him to the sparring mat, cracking my knuckles in anticipation. I measured him up as we walked. I knew he would underestimate me. He would think me weak and go for the easy hit. I intended to use that to my advantage.
We took the other side of the mat, far enough from the other pair to matter. The guys eyed us in amusement, and they stopped fighting to watch. It was obvious they doubted my skill, but were curious to see what King was up to. King smiled at me, and started swirling his hands around in a dramatic attempt to imitate bad Kung-fu movies. I waited for him to stop with a bemused expression on my face.
Finally, he moved forward and tried to grab me around the shoulders. When he got close enough, I used my good arm to deflect his hand, used the deflection to bring him in closer to my body, and took him to the ground, using a pressure point on his hand. The entire encounter took about five seconds.
“Would you like to try again?” I asked standing over him.
The others in the room were laughing and clapping in appreciation; they sent insults in King’s direction and approval in mine.
King’s expression was a lot different than the one he’d had at the beginning of our match. His eyes were wide and surprised, and his face showed his embarrassment. He laughed at my words, however, and I held a hand out to help him out.
“No heckling the human, got it,” he said.
“That’s right,” I agreed.
He laughed again, taking the defeat with dignity. He insisted I show him the move until he had learned it, his face eager to learn. It was a small moment, but it was one that helped the others look at me in a different light. I wasn’t just another human. I was someone with skills. I was someone valuable.
I didn’t see Reaper again for the majority of my stay, though his offer for me to talk was a standing one. It was an offer I ignored. I didn’t want to talk about my past, and the past would inevitably come up, should I talk with him. I heard him sometimes, though; talking with the others, planning rescue missions, organizing the group, so they could effectively steal, and otherwise doing things that only leaders had to do.
At the end of two weeks, Reaper was the one who found me. King and I were in the weight room again. King was talking, I was listening, and the gym was full of people exercising; a typical day in the world I had built up. When Reaper entered, the room went quiet. It was a different kind of quiet than what I had first experienced; it was silence born out of respect. He made a face at the stares – one I thought I’d probably worn once or twice – and came over to me.
“I believe it’s been two weeks,” he said to me.
“See, now you’re just trying to get rid of me,” I said. “I wish you’d make up your mind.”
“Is this your work, King?” Reaper joked. “You make her all sarcastic?”
“Not me, boss,” King said. He was the only one not looking at Reaper as if he were a superstar.
“Did you want to talk about my promise?” Reaper asked me.
“Yes,” I agreed.
He was actually serious. He wanted to take me to find the truth. I had thought I would be the one to have to remind him.
“All right. Let’s talk,” Reaper said.
He left the room, expecting I would follow. He nodded at the Watchers brave enough to meet his eyes and spoke brief words of encouragement to those closest to him as he left. The act felt familiar. It was something I had seen Daniel do at school any number of occasions. Where had Reaper learned to play the role of diplomat so well?
I hurried after him. King watched me with curious eyes as I all but ran from the room.
Reaper didn’t go to the third floor where his room was. Instead, we went to the first floor. He opened the mystery door that was normally kept shut – the one River told me led to the arena. There was a classroom behind the door and a large rug in the middle of the floor. The normalcy of the room was not what I had been expecting.
A half smile on Reaper’s face – from the look of confusion on mine – he threw back the rug to reveal a set of metal stairs leading underground. He stepped down them with cool confidence and disappeared into the darkness below. After a short beat of hesitation, I followed.
Below was a short tunnel that branched off in two directions. One branch of the tunnel disappeared into the darkness, but the other branch of the tunnel was shorter and was blocked by a heavy silver door. He opened the door and went in. A light flicked on inside, illuminating the room. I was left with the choice of the underground hall or the silver door that brought back memories of having my head stuffed in a mask of silence. My desire to see Daniel again was the only thing that made me step inside the room.
“What is with Watchers and being underground?” I asked irritably as he shut the door behind us.
“It is closed off, a lot of powers don’t work underground…physical powers at least, it’s hard to locate, and a better way to hide,” he answered promptly.
“Well, there’s that,” I said, even more irritated he had a logical answer.
“Yep.” He sat on a small desk that was placed in the center of the room and looked at me seriously. “You said you wanted to go home to start your search.”
“Yes.”
“Where’s that, and how can I help?” he asked.
“North Carolina…and you can help by buying me a bus ticket or a plane ticket or giving me a car…I know you have a lot of them. Anything that will get me across the country will do,” I said.
“Still guarded, I see,” he said.
“Slow to trust…sorry,” I apologized.
“A trait we share,” he said.
“Mmmhhhh,” I agreed, doubting he meant it.
“What if I told you I could get you to North Carolina today without buying you a plane ticket, would you be interested?”
“Yes. But then I would wonder what the catch is…heck, I’m still wondering why you are being so darned helpful,” I said.
He was casual as he admitted the truth.
“Truth is: you are different. It’s pretty obvious. I’m hoping that if I help you, you’ll see I’m not such a bad fellow. I need all the help I can get, and I think you would be a lot of help to the cause,” he said.
“I haven’t even changed. I’m nobody,” I told him, wondering how he knew I was different.
“For somebody who is nobody, you seem to know an awful lot, are confident of what’s going on around, and don’t ask the stupid questions so many young ones ask. That’s a pretty good start in my opinion,” he replied.
“I feel like you’re playing me. Manipulating me into something,” I told him.
He started laughing at my words. He wasn’t embarrassed I had caught him.
“That’s another reason. You’ve got sharp eyes, Clare, and you’re not afraid to call it like you see it. Two traits I value,” he said.
“Which means you are manipulating me?” I asked to be sure.
He didn’t answer directly. “I have a bad habit of being curious. You won’t tell me your story, so I thought if I went along with your journey, I would get the truth. I think your truth means something more than the average person’s.”
I eyed him suspiciously, finally understanding.
“You know who I am, don’t you?” I asked.
He blinked at me in surprise, not having thought I would make that particular leap of logic.
“You had King in Lorian’s house…do you have someone in Marcus’ organization as well? Did they tell you about me?” I asked. “Or did you just hear it through the Watcher grape vine?”
He smiled again, apparently impressed. “I had a suspicion, particularly when you told River about New Orleans. You are the one Marcus has been hunting. It’s all over our world that he wants you. His people talk, their talk gets back to us. It’s the benefit of such a…diverse organization.”
“A criminal organization, you mean,” I said.
“Some would call it that, yes. Why is he after you?” Reaper asked.
“I don’t know his real reason,” I admitted. “We were trying to figure it out in New Orleans, but that didn’t really go to plan. Everything just sort of…blew up, instead.”
“Ah.” He crossed his legs on top of the desk and lowered his head thoughtfully. “Marcus, however much I loathe the man, is smart. If he’s looking for you, the first place he’ll go is wherever your home is in North Carolina.”
“I appreciate the concern, but I’ll manage,” I said.
“Like you managed in Lorian’s prison?” he asked pointedly.
I glared at him. That was a low blow. He winced, and his face showed his apology.
“I didn’t mean to make the experience less for you, but getting caught and tortured by Marcus won’t be good for anyone.”
“Can we get to a bottom line here? Talking in circles makes my head hurt,” I said.
“Let me go with you to hunt for your friends. I will personally guarantee your protection. I have a feeling the people you are looking for can take care of themselves, so I’ll feel better once you are reunited with them.”
“Why are you so concerned about Marcus getting me?” I asked. “What’s it to you?”
“One of my missions in life is to make sure that Marcus never gets what he wants,” he said.
His face was hard and his silver eyes were full of fire. I had no doubt he meant it.
“Why?” I asked.
“He tried to kill me. Almost did, too. One day, I’d like to return the favor.” His face was fierce and his silver eyes hungered for Marcus’ death.
“Sounds like him,” I said.
“You know him?” Reaper asked in surprise.
“I have a friend who did. Tried to do the same thing to him,” I said.
Reaper’s eyes lost some of their surprise. “Ah. So, what will it be?”
“What about your people here? Don’t they need your help in trying to save the world?” I asked.
“River can manage the store for a while,” he said.
“It might take me a while,” I said.
He nodded; he was fully aware that I could be chasing ghosts. I shrugged at him, and accepted his company. Better to have him close than potentially following me at a distance.
“It’s up to you, I guess. But if you’re trying to trick me, I will kill you. I won’t let you hurt the people I care about,” I said.
“Sounds fair.” He smiled and stood. “Do you have anywhere you need to be today?” he asked.
Excitement flooded my stomach at his words.
“Nope,” I said.
He smiled at my excitement and got off the desk and went over to the door. He threw it back expectantly. Outside of the silver door was a girl I hadn’t seen before. Her hair was to her chin, uneven at the edges in a stylishly-cool way. Like the others, she was dressed in black, but unlike the others, she wore colorful jewelry. When she spoke, she had a proper British accent.
“Are you ready?” she asked Reaper.
“Almost. Clare, this is Sara, Sara…Clare. Sara will be our means of traveling to North Carolina.”
“She gonna strap us to her back and carry us there?” I joked, eyeing her curiously.
“Sort of,” Reaper replied.
“I’m a walker,” Sara explained. “My brother and I both can think of a place and appear there in the blink of an eye.”
“Oh…talk about reducing your carbon footprint,” I said.
“We are a trendy organization; going green just felt right,” Reaper replied.
“Where are we going?” Sara asked, maintaining her professionalism.
“Clare, you need to show her,” Reaper told me.
“Show?” I asked.
“You have to touch her and share the visual of the place you want to go. It’s how her gift works.”
Sara held out her hand at his words. “You have my permission to touch me,” she said formally.
“Ah…um…”
I thought of Daniel and my desire to see him, and got over my hesitation. I wouldn’t let the oddness of meeting her be what kept me from him. I touched her hand and shut my eyes, thinking of the place I wanted to go. Once I had thought of the place, I opened my eyes again to see if she had gotten it. She nodded at me, though she looked a bit confused. She held her other hand out to Reaper. He took it in casual familiarity.
“Hang on,” Reaper told me. “It can be quite a ride.”
In the next instant the room blurred; objects, color, and light, all faded into a moving darkness. The darkness I found myself in felt alive, as if I could reach out and take its hand as well. It caressed me, urging me to slow down and stay forever. Voices started swirling around from the depths of the darkness, shallow voices raised in darkness’ name. The voices grew in intensity, until I wasn’t sure where the voices ended and the darkness began; they were one in the same. The feeling of Sara’s hand on mine was the only thing that kept me from stopping to discover the source of those curious voices. The urge to stay was almost overwhelming. I wanted it more than anything.
Before I could make the choice to stay, the darkness ended and the blurred movement stopped. We were in the light again, though the sun was farther along in the heavens. Heavy branches were overhead, and the thick forest reached out to shelter us protectively. I recognized the forest as one near King’s Cross.
I felt my head swirl from the way the world had gone from moving to abrupt stillness. It was like riding a particularly fast roller coaster, without the benefit of having time to adjust to stopping and starting. Reaper put a hand on my elbow to keep me from falling.
“Told you it was a heck of a ride,” he said.
“I believe you now,” I said.
I turned to Sara who was looking at the forest in curiosity, obviously wondering why I had chosen this place of all places.
“What was that darkness?” I asked her.
Her eyes were on mine in a second. She looked startled. “You saw it?”
“Yeah…the moving darkness and those people whispering for me to stay…what was it?”
“Darkness?” Reaper asked in confusion.
“It’s the place between. The place I go through to reach the place I want to be.” Sara stepped closer. “You’re not supposed to be able to see that place, unless you’re a walker.”
“Oh, well, I’m a study in ‘not supposed to,’” I said.
She was confused, but her confusion gave way to a warning, “If you go there again, don’t listen to the voices. Keep walking – keep your destination in mind. It’s very important.”
Her intensity was off-putting, but I gladly accepted the warning in her voice. It was too real to ignore.
“Okay. I will,” I said.
She nodded, even more intrigued by me now that I had seen the world she traveled in. “Anything else?” she asked Reaper.
“I’ll call if you I need you,” he said.
“All right.”
Her eyes moved back to mine then, without a flash, puff, or poof, Sara disappeared. I stared at the spot she had disappeared from wondering about the darkness and her strange talent of travel.
“Well, here we are…” Reaper said grandly. “Where are we?”
“The forest,” I said, refocusing on our destination.
“Ah,” he said.
I looked up and saw the treehouse Daniel had built with Han and Jackson; a treehouse Daniel used to take me to, during our lunch breaks at school. It was the only place I had been able to think of that was safe; a place no one but my family knew of. It would be a safe place to start our search. I picked a stick up and prodded the rope stairs, so they would fall. They unfurled easily enough, and I started up.
“You live in a treehouse?” Reaper asked.
“Don’t be ridiculous. This is just a safe place to work out of, until we know what the situation is at my house.”
“Oh. Good thinking.”
I blocked the door to the interior and looked him in the eyes. “You swear you’re legitimate, right? The real knight and shining armor, out to protect people and not hurt them?” I asked.
“I occasionally hurt people, and my armor is rusted and collected piecemeal, but I promise you, I am as legitimate a friend as you will find in this mess,” he said.
“I guess that’ll have to be good enough,” I said.
I finally let him in to the treehouse proper. His eyes were amused when he saw the well-dressed interior. It was the same reaction I’d had when I’d first seen the inside. I went over to the sofa and sat down, a million memories following me as I did. Reaper walked around the furniture, eyeing it with that same amused expression.
“This has the exaggerated flair of someone I used to know,” he said. “He would love this.”
“Really? Where is he now?” I asked, pushing out the memories.
“He died a very long time ago,” Reaper said in a low voice, his eyes sad.
“I’m sorry.”
He waved a hand, dismissing the pain. “How close are we to the place you want to check out?”
“My house is pretty close, but I don’t want to go there first. Not if it’s being watched. It’s too dangerous. Let’s go to the mansion first and see if my friends are there. We need a ride, though…it’s kind of a long way to walk.”
“You don’t lead a group of car thieves without knowing a thing or two about hotwiring,” he said. “If we can find a car, I can hotwire it.”
“So, we just drive up and see what we see?” I asked.
“I’ll know if the place is being watched,” Reaper said confidently.
“Alright. Are you ready?” I asked.
“Lead the way,” he said.
He followed me, as I hurried down the stairs and set my steps toward town. My pace was swift in my excitement. Reaper had to hurry to catch up to me.
“Can you tell me the name of this place where at? It’s obviously the western part of the state, the mountains, but I don’t think I’ve been here,” Reaper said when he caught up.
“You and everybody else in the world,” I said. “This is King’s Cross: home of hillbillies, hospitality, and winner of the regional Piggly Barbeque Contest four years in a row.”
“Oh…” he said.
He looked around with a mocking smile. It was the sort of smile that doubted such a place could afford anything good. It was the same sort of smile I had harbored about King’s Cross when I had first set foot here.
“It’s not so bad. I hated it at first…I’m used to cities like L.A, New York. But there’s privacy here; family. It’s peaceful,” I said.
“I can understand the attraction of privacy. The school is a bit removed from the city, about twenty miles north or so…not that I ever liked L.A. as a city, to begin with.”
“What’s wrong with L.A.?” I asked defensively.
“L.A. is a town where everyone seeks something they don't need and find what they don't want. The sunlight is a mask for the broken dreams of thousands all searching and hoping for that magic moment where everything works out. Nothing ever does work out…not the way they want. I hate the lie,” Reaper said.
“Why stay there?” I asked.
“In order to chop off the snake's head, you have to grab it by the tail first,” Reaper said. “Lorian and Darian both keep a base of operations there. It is the original city of angels, the place where our kind has flocked for centuries. You have to go where the war is, or you don’t fight the war at all.”
“Anyone ever tell you you’re kind of depressing to talk to?” I teased.
“Once. She’s dead now,” he said.
“Was that a threat?”
“Of course not,” he said with a small smile I wasn’t sure how to read.
The trees thinned out as we walked and the first sign of humanity appeared in the distance. The school, large and menacing, was the first thing I saw through the dark branches of the forest. It hummed with the thoughts of the September crowd inside it, school having let back in with the fall. It was weird to see it again. It was a marker of a different life. If things had worked out differently, I would be inside, the thoughts crushing me as I tried to go through my daily routine. I realized of all the things of my past life I didn’t miss school at all, not even a little…
“Let’s not cut through here,” I suggested. “There’s going to be people out back smoking and teachers trying to not notice them, so they can smoke, too. I’ll be recognized.”
“We can skirt the tree line,” Reaper suggested.
“Okay.”
We walked the edge of the forest, searching for a place to cut across without being noticed. As we passed the football field, I saw Coach, large and pig-eyed, trying to get the girls in his class to throw a football the proper way. He wasn’t having much luck.
I remembered taking archery classes on that same field not so long ago. With a shudder, I realized Gavin Nichols must have watched me from this very spot. He must have plotted my murder from behind these very trees…before he had attacked me and sent Daniel and me on a collision course with each other.
“I never got to go to a real school,” Reaper admitted as he also stared at the field.
“You’re not missing much,” I said.
“One still wonders about what one didn’t experience,” he said.
“If you say so…”
Beyond the school was a doctor’s office. We left the forest and crossed the parking lot. I pointed at the only car in the parking lot. It was a ridiculous-looking sport’s car. I knew the doctor who owned it to be a jerk, who only treated people willing to pay top dollar.
Reaper shook his head at my choice.
“It’ll bring too much attention. We need something cheaper.” Reaper said.
“The cheap cars belong to people who work for a living,” I said. “This guy deserves it.”
Reaper shook his head and sighed, but he didn’t back out. He had the alarm dismantled and the ignition hotwired in a matter of fifteen seconds. A couple seconds more and we were on the road. I clung to the door as he raced us down the street and out of town, following my directions to Daniel’s house. I didn’t look at our speed, but I knew we were well over eighty.
I opened the window, so the fresh fall air could circle through the car, and watched as the familiar wilderness flashed past. The closer we got to Daniel’s house, the more my stomach filled with butterflies. What would I find? Would Daniel be in Beatrice’s living room, pacing in agitated circles, because he couldn’t find me? Would he be in his tower, a scowl on his face? If he wasn’t there, would Beatrice and Han have heard from him?
I expected everything except for the one thing I saw.
My heart dropped as we crested the top of the mountain. The black gates that normally blocked the road were bent and twisted, a shell of their once tall reaches. Beyond them was one wall. That was it. A single wall. The rest of the castle was a blackened heap on the ground, burned beyond recognition. The wall framed the sun as it stretched over the horizon. I gasped in terror at the sight.
All of Beatrice’s furniture, her things she had taken so much pride in…gone. Had Beatrice and Han been here? Had Daniel? I jumped out of the car and ran to the structure, searching for piles of ash in nothing but ash. There had to be a clue. My heart pounded with my fear. Were they gone? Were they really gone?
“Clare!” Reaper called from the car.
I ignored him. There had to be a reason behind this fire. I had to find it. It was life or death. The scene was not forgiving and did not give up its secrets easily. Frustrated I couldn’t see anything beyond burnt wood and charred stone, I kicked at a piece of wood in my way. It flew through the air and crashed into the one standing wall. The whole thing tipped over at the hit the ground. When the dust had settled again, I felt tears well to the surface.
“Clare?” Reaper asked softly as he joined me.
“This was Beatrice and Han’s house. They were…are scientists. It was so beautiful here. Perfect. My castle in the woods.”
Reaper’s eyes raked the ground for ash piles. “I’m sorry. Is there anywhere else we can look for them?”
His words reminded me this wasn’t the only sanctuary I had. My heart started beating wildly again.
“Oh, God! My house!”
I ran back to the car and got in the driver’s seat, prepared to race home. Reaper reached me just in time. He pulled me out of the car by my shirt and forced me to walk around the car.
“I’m not letting you drive so work up,” he said. “Besides, we should be cautious.”
“Screw caution!” I yelled at him. I slammed the passenger door shut. “Drive!” I yelled impatiently.
Reaper crossed his hands over the steering wheel. “One of the first things I tell my people is that to live long, you must first gain control over your emotions.”
“Start the damn car, or I’ll ram emotion down your ever-loving throat!” I yelled.
He didn’t move, so I started screaming at him. I wasn’t sure what I yelled, but I knew there were a lot of curse words involved; words learned from Jackson and my time spent wandering the streets. His eyes grew wide, and, between one of my threats and the next, he started the car and maneuvered us back down the mountain, going as fast as he could.
When I stopped screaming he looked relieved. But the problem with not screaming was that it made me focus on the questions. What would I find when I got home? Would my house be burnt to crisp? Would all the memories Ellen and I had started to collect be wiped away as easily as flame to wood? If it wasn’t, what did that mean? I wasn’t sure if Beatrice and Han were dead, but could I face the reality of Ellen being gone?
My heart in my throat at the unanswered questions, we raced toward the house I had learned to call home.
It felt like a million miles away.
 




Chapter 6
 

Reaper ditched the car at an abandoned gas station, and forced me to walk the rest of the way to my house. He was cautious, making us come at the house through the backyard, instead of the front. I knew it was a good idea for multiple reasons. Reaper’s worry was focused on the possibility that whoever had set fire to Beatrice’s house was still around. I was more worried one of the neighbors would call the cops or, worse, each other. In a place like this, rumors destroyed faster than the time it had probably taken Beatrice’s house to be consumed by flames. Walking was agonizing, though. I counted every second.
I was glad, more than glad, when I saw the white gothic-style house still standing. It looked as serene as the day we had moved in. The lights were off and the place looked more than a little empty, but it was a relief against the fear.
The kitchen door wasn’t locked when I tried it, so getting inside was easier than I had thought it would be. The kitchen was a mess. It wasn’t the worrisome kind of mess, just the kind that happened when Ellen was left alone too long and was allowed to order nothing but take-out. I passed through the mess of my kitchen and quietly walked down the hall, not calling out in fear someone else besides Ellen was hanging around. Reaper followed after me, his stance cautious and his eyes alert.
The living room was another story in messiness. I sensed Ellen’s normal messiness overriding the room. Clothes were scattered about, blankets left unfolded on the chair and sofa, shoes poked out of the entertainment center, but I also sensed a colder messiness. It was as if all her things had been picked up and meticulously placed back in the same position, as someone searched for something. It was eerie to see. Who would go to such trouble? I peeked out the blinds and saw the wagon was parked along the curb, as was Sam’s silver Mercedes. Did that mean they had been taken against their will? I couldn’t see an alternative.
The bottom floor was empty, so I went upstairs. It was as deserted as the bottom floor. Ellen’s bed was unmade, unchanged. The only thing different about her room was the addition of Sam’s clothes in the closet and his pants thrown over the back of the chair placed next to her bed. It was obvious he had been spending more than a little time here. His presence accounted for the increased amount of take-out I had seen in the kitchen.
My room was the last placed I checked. It was messy in the way I liked it. Books piled high, clothes sticking out of my dresser, but not taking up floor space, my bed made but not perfectly. Nothing was out of place, except… I turned in a complete circle to be sure. My guitar was missing.
I scoured the room for the guitar – I looked under my bed, under my blankets, even in the corners to be sure. Feeling as if it was the clue I needed, I went downstairs to check again. I searched the dining room and living room; I even went back to the kitchen. It wasn’t until I reached the hall that I realized the second door in the hall was open. The oddity of seeing it open stopped me in my tracks.
We never opened that door; I hadn’t gone in there since we had moved in. I hadn’t given it a thought, beyond it being a door we never opened. I realized Ellen had never gone in there, either. Not around me, at least. She hadn’t even mentioned it. It was a wonder my curiosity hadn’t gotten the better of me. Curiosity definitely held me now.
I peeked inside the door. The room was unlike any other room in the house. It was a place of study and research. There was a large map on one wall and papers were scattered around an old-looking cherry desk. And, sitting in the corner, as if it had always sat there, was my guitar. I stared at it, thinking hard. The only people who really understood its importance were Alex, Ellen, and, of course, Daniel. He had been the one to buy it for me. But why set it in a room I never went in to? Unless it was another message?
I pushed the door as open as far as it would go and looked around the room again. I searched for another oddity, anything that would explain why the room had been locked away. Not seeing anything else out of the ordinary, I went to the guitar and opened it.
As I opened the case, Reaper appeared behind me. “Nothing…” he said.
“Something…” I said.
There wasn’t a note, but there was definitely a clue. I pulled the perfect mahogany guitar out of the case, to be sure it was okay, and a DVD fell out. I stared at the DVD, trying to piece together an explanation. There were three people who knew about the guitar, of course, but only one who knew about the movie, which was a special edition of ‘The Goonies.’
“What?” Reaper asked.
“We need to go back to L.A., Santa Monica, to be specific,” I said.
Naomi, Ellen’s best friend in the whole world and an aunt to me, loved ‘The Goonies.’ It was a fact we teased her about; something that was an inside joke between the three of us alone. Naomi, for all her love of the macabre, was a fan of kid’s movies. The guitar was a message from Ellen.
“Okay…” Reaper agreed easily. “What’s all this?” he asked moving over to the cluttered desk.
“I don’t know,” I admitted, joining him at the desk. “I’ve never been in here.”
“Don’t you live here?” he asked.
“Have you been inside all the rooms at the school?” I asked back.
He shrugged and looked at the papers on the desk with curious eyes. I looked as well. The papers appeared to belong to a large book of some sort, but had been torn out by a hasty hand. From what I could tell, it was a daily account of a farmer in 17th century England. The name of the farmer stuck out at me: Evan Michaels.
“A farmer with a surname of Michaels?” I read the papers more closely, details sticking out at me; they were details I had never thought I would see. “Someone was researching my family history,” I told Reaper.
“Researching or tracking?” Reaper asked.
“How do you mean?” I asked.
He pointed at the map for an explanation. I realized it was a world map. There were places circled in red and other places circled in black. The black circles outnumbered the red.
“Something is weird about this room,” I said finally.
“Has something been moved?” he asked.
“I don’t know. I told you, I’ve never been in here. My house has been searched. The searcher was very careful about hiding their search…but this room. It’s different.”
“A different person searching through it?”
“Maybe,” I said. It wasn’t so much that the room had been searched, – which it had – it was more like there had been a confrontation. It was hard to place where the feeling was coming from.
“Do you think they found what they were after?” he asked.
“I don’t have a clue.”
“Maybe we can find something they missed…” he suggested.
“I…” I started to protest.
“We can be in Santa Monica in under a minute,” he reminded me.
“Alright,” I agreed.
I was curious, despite the longing to find out of Ellen really was in Santa Monica. The curiosity kept me in place.
I sat down at the desk and started going through all the drawers in the desk. Reaper started going through the bookcases along the wall. He pulled the books out and searched through their pages, before carefully placing them back on the shelves.
We looked for an hour, but didn’t find anything as exciting as the guitar. I learned through the course of my looking, however, that the room belonged to Ellen’s father, my grandfather. Discovering that wasn’t shocking – it was his house, after all – but seeing his name still surprised me. My stomach clenched every time I saw it. I found letters written to him from the Mayor of King’s Cross and letters he had written to various people around the world. The letters suggested he had been compiling a family history. He had been particularly interested in discovering the Michaels had ties to family in Jerusalem; he had written more letters to people there than anywhere else. They were letters requesting more information and access to government records. I didn’t find any record that his requests had been accepted.
“This is hopeless,” I said finally as I read the last letter from a man named Joseph, who worked in the Israeli government. “There’s nothing here.”
“Something about this room is off,” Reaper said.
He had given up looking through the books on the bookcase. He stood in the middle of the room, his arms crossed and his eyes almost closed shut, as he was trying to figure out the puzzle in front of him.
“I already said that,” I said, folding the letter up. While the penmanship was beautiful, the letter was useless.
“It’s not the fact that it was searched by someone else…it’s physically off. It’s too small.”
“Too small?” I eyed the large room.
“Compared to the length of the hall outside and the size of the kitchen, yes. There should be an extra five feet in here.”
“Huh...” I said.
“This wall,” Reaper said, pointing at the wall behind me.
With long strides he walked right at the wall. He turned into a misty vapor right before he smashed into the wall. I stared at the spot he had disappeared, impressed by his ability.
I jumped when Reaper’s foot appeared through the wall in a much different way than vapor. He kicked again, widening the hole. He bent down to look at me through the hole he had created in the wall.
“There’s a room back here,” he told me.
“Yeah, and there’s a hole in my wall. Couldn’t you have just taken me through?” I asked.
He rubbed at his neck in embarrassment. “Sorry. I got carried away.”
“Uh-huh.” I bent down and stepped through the hole in the wall. “Got a light?” I asked.
His lighter was silver, with two wings on either side. It illuminated a couple feet in front of us, not that there was a lot to see. The room was mostly empty, except for an empty sword stand, a few books along the edge of the wall and one book in the center of the room. The book was massive and was decorated in red and gold. I went to it, wondering why it was hidden and propped up on a pedestal. I picked it up, grunting from the effort, and took it back to the study.
I set it on the desk and started scanning through its pages. The words were elegant and carefully written; it was obvious someone had taken a great deal of time to make sure they were perfect. Designs decorated the pages and hand-colored art was on the top of every page.
As I flipped through the pages, I was able to understand its contents – it was a complete makeup of the Michaels’ family history. It was comprehensive – with stories, daily dealings of the family members, and handwritten letters from throughout the generations. A couple of torn pages in the middle of the book let me know that the pages I had found on my grandfather’s desk had been torn from this book.
“What is it?” Reaper asked.
“My history,” I said in a reverential whisper.
“It must be quite history to go to such an extent to hide it,” Reaper said.
“Yeah…” I agreed.
Reaper looked at his watch. “We should go,” he said.
I sighed. “Okay.”
He pulled his phone out to call Sara, and I picked the book up. I didn’t understand why it had been hidden, but I was going to figure it out. Maybe it would answer some of the questions I harbored of my grandfather. If not, then at least I could write him off as a crazy person who hid books in his study.
Before we left, I threw some of my clothes in one of Ellen’s bags and picked up the guitar, unwilling, and unable, to leave it to rot. There was a chance I would never come back; it wasn’t a chance I was willing to take.
Significantly more weighted down with belongings than when I had arrived, I walked with Reaper back to the woods. He offered to take the book or the guitar, one of the two heaviest things. I allowed him neither.
Sara was already waiting when we reached the treehouse. She eyed my new belongings curiously, but didn’t comment. As soon as we touched, I saw the world of moving darkness again. More distracted by the curiosity of the book and the guitar Ellen had left for me, I didn’t focus on the whispering voices, or the way the dark moved around us. I refocused when light came back to the world and we arrived back at the school.
“Sara, can you take this stuff upstairs, then come back and take us somewhere else?” Reaper asked.
“Sure.” Sara took the book, guitar, and clothes from us and disappeared. She was back in a matter of seconds. “Ready?” she asked us.
We nodded and she took my hand again, searching for a destination. When she was certain of the place we were headed to, we took a walk in the dark again.
Santa Monica hadn’t changed much since my last visit. People shopped in the stores, bums were in the parks, using their bags as pillows, and people hung out at the water, half dressed and way too tan. Sara had dropped us off in a bathroom, to keep anyone from noticing our arrival; it was different than my original destination, but I understood why she did it. Appearing in thin air was never a good way to go unnoticed. The stall she landed us in, however, was not big enough for the three of us. I pushed Reaper’s elbow out of my face as Sara disappeared with a mischievous smile.
“Where we are going now?” Reaper asked as he opened the stall, choosing to ignore the indignity of our arrival. The other men in the bathroom smiled when they saw us, their thoughts in very gross places.
“This way,” I told Reaper as we stepped out on to the relative openness of the boardwalk. “It’s not far.”
The sun was starting to sink below the horizon, touching the water with its light. The crowd on the peer had started to shift as the dinner crowd mingled with the beach crowd. Focused on my destination, I ignored the familiar sights and sounds, though seeing them again made me feel more relaxed. Santa Monica would always be my first home; it would always be the place I associated with peace.
Naomi’s house was on the beach. It was a smaller house, but cute; perfect in the way Naomi made things perfect – through happy chaos. She had bought in the 90s with money her grandmother had left her in her will. It had been under constant construction ever since. The outside was perfect, an illusion of normalcy, but I knew the interior was always undergoing change. The last time we had visited, it had been the kitchen. I knew something would be under construction now.
I tried the entrance on the beach side of her house first. It was locked, but I was able to look through the glass doors to the inside. The interior had changed since our last visit; the sofa and large comfortable chair had shifted places, the TV was angled in a new direction. New curtains and an overall nautical theme decorated the place, instead of the Goth theme I had come to know and love. It was the same kind of messy I had witnessed at my house, from Ellen’s doing, only Naomi was the queen of messes. Her messes had order, meaning, steaming from a creative mind that organized best in chaos.
I tapped on the glass and waited, expectant and nervous. Through the glass I had felt a presence. It was dimmed by the walls separating and by something else…sleep? But there was definitely someone there. I tapped again, my impatience starting to make me irritable. When my gentle tap didn’t work, I hammered on the glass with my fist. I hoped the sound would wake whoever was inside and make them come to me.
My pounding worked. The first voice I heard was low and terrified, “Wake up! Listen! Someone is trying to get in!”
“Do you think it’s…them?” another voice asked.
I hammered on the door again, my excitement barreling out of control. I knew those voices. I knew them like I knew my heart.
“Mom! It’s me, Clare! Open up! I got your message!”
She heard my call; her terror disappeared in an instant. I heard her climb out of the bed and throw clothes on. “Clare! Oh my God, it’s Clare. Sam, it’s Clare.”
“Yes, I got that much,” Sam said dryly to her, excited despite his appearance of calm.
Pulling on a robe, Ellen ran out from her room and to the sliding glass door. She fumbled with the lock in her haste to get to me. Sam followed after her, pulling a shirt on over his bare chest. Ellen had to stop herself mid-fumble, take a deep breath, and carefully undo the lock, before she could manage to open the door. When she did, she threw it back and pulled me into her arms. She kissed my cheek and neck as she hugged me.
“I’ve been so worried, sweetie! Oh, God…” Ellen said.
She pulled away from me to stare at my face. She wiped at the tears leaking down my face, and her fingers lingered on the bruises and cuts that were a reminder of my time in hell. Then, she noticed the bandage on my shoulder.
“You tell me right this minute what’s happened,” she demanded.
“Condensed or…” I started to ask.
“Everything,” she said.
“May we come inside?” Reaper asked politely.
Ellen eyed him, blushing slightly when they connected eyes. She obviously noticed his good looks and strangely appealing wildness. She looked at me in confusion, but she held her questions back.
“Yes, of course, come in,” Ellen said, gesturing us in.
Reaper slid the glass door behind him and carefully locked it. When Sam saw we were alone, he had a question.
“Clare…where is my daughter? Where’s Alex?” Sam asked. His eyes were full of worry.
“She hasn’t been here?” I asked, some of the excitement draining out of me.
“No,” Sam said, sitting on the arm of the chair, his thoughts terrified at what I meant. He asked his question anyway. “What happened? Why isn’t she with you?”
I took a deep breath and told them as much as I could. The only part I downplayed was my time in the prison and the truths Reaper shouldn’t know yet. Ellen’s eyes were wise, and she let me keep some truths to myself. She knew I wasn’t telling her everything, but she knew I was telling her what I could. Her warm eyes kept me talking around the pain of rehashing the past.
“…and then I found the guitar with the movie, and knew you were here,” I finished.
Sam had grown increasingly angry throughout the story. His thoughts turned into a battering ram, saying things I had thought a million times since I had gotten separated from Alex, things I didn’t blame him for thinking. I knew he wasn’t really mad at me, but I was the closest person he had to blame. His words finally spilled over as I stopped talking.
“I should have driven down there and dragged her back home. This is your fault!” he yelled. “You let her stay! You should have sent her back! You had no right to risk her life, because you wanted to risk yours! What kind of friend are you?!”
“A bad one!” I yelled back. “And you don’t have to tell me it’s my fault! You think I’m happy about any of this?! You think I want it to be this way?! You think I haven’t been kicking myself for the risk I put her in?! It’s not fair to anybody! Especially Alex! She’s my best friend and now…” I choked up at the words. “I’m sorry! I’m freaking sorry!”
I fought the tears, afraid they would have me out of control again.
Sam’s anger faded at the look on my face. He pulled me into his arms and hugged me close. He put his chin on the top of my head and sighed.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to yell,” he said.
“Me either,” I said.
He gently pushed me away then went to the bathroom to deal with overwhelming emotions in private. He was upset with himself that he had yelled when I was obviously traumatized, but he was also angry he had nowhere to direct his emotions. It was a tough place to be in. Ellen bit her lip as he shut the bathroom door. She locked eyes with me and hurried to explain.
“He’s just worried. We’ve had nothing but ‘worried’ for a while now,” she said.
“I’m sorry,” I said.
“Oh, sweetie, I don’t blame you,” she said.
I avoided her eyes. “How’d you guys get here anyways? Why are you here? Do you know what happened to the Adamses?”
Ellen rushed to explain. “Han and Beatrice were watching out for us, protecting us like they promised they would, but I got a bad feeling, you know? It was wicked bad. As bad as that time in Denver.”
“I remember,” I said.
That was right before a man with the shotgun walked into the bank we had been in. He had killed everyone in the bank then had killed himself.
“Right…so, with that kind of feeling, you have only one choice. Get out. I convinced Sam we should go. Han and Beatrice were going to come…but the morning we were supposed to leave, they didn’t show up. I couldn’t wait. The feeling was so bad…”
“You left the guitar for me?” I asked.
“Yeah. In…in my father’s study. I knew you would know it didn’t belong in there.”
“Do you know anything about a book he kept in there?” I asked.
“His family history?” she asked.
I nodded.
“He was obsessed with it. He would spend hours locked in his study writing in that stupid book…” She sighed at the memory.
“How’d you get here?” I asked, figuring the memory was hard to face.
She took my hand and continued the story. “We got picked up at the house by a cab, caught the first flight out of the airport and eventually found our way here. I made poor Sam spend about three days on different airplanes to make sure we weren’t followed. We’ve been here ever since.”
“I’m just glad you’re okay. How’s Naomi?” I asked, breaking away from the serious things.
“Crazy, wild, weird, and totally cracked in the head,” Ellen said with a smile.
“About the same, then.”
“Yep,” she agreed.
“So, you haven’t had any word on the others? None at all?” I asked quietly.
“Sorry, sweetie, we have been off the grid. It’s driving Sam nuts. He misses work. He’s been watching C-Span, it’s so bad.”
“Oh, no!” I mocked.
Ellen laughed and touched my face. “You are so beautiful,” she told me. “And so brave. I don’t think I could have dealt with all the things you’ve dealt with in the past three months.”
I smiled. Her words were the first compliment I had gotten in a long time. The smile fell.
“What if they’re dead?” I asked in a whisper.
She knew I meant Alex and Daniel. “I don’t think they are,” she said.
“How do you know?” I asked.
“I can feel it,” she said, squeezing my hand tight.
I smiled. “Well, that’s good enough for me.”
Reaper cleared his throat. Ellen and I turned around to look at him. We had both forgotten about him during our talk. He had cocked his head to the side, a confused expression crossing his face.
“Someone is here,” he told us.
I focused, and tried to hear what he heard. The reason for the confused look on Reaper’s face was made immediately obvious. The person outside the house was trying to figure out how someone could think about two things at once, without losing details of one or the other. She was trying to manage it by thinking about how to think of two things at once, while also thinking about her grocery list. I smiled at the strange thoughts. Naomi was home.
I went to the front door and opened it just as she was trying to put the lock in the door. She looked at me without recognizing who I was, her thoughts still lost in the problem she was trying to solve.
Naomi had changed since I had seen her last. She wore a brown leather jacket and professional slacks that her work required her to wear. Her hair was black, with thick bangs obscuring her forehead. The random streaks of odd color she normally kept in hair were gone. I knew it was because she had gotten a promotion at the radio station she worked at, and they had insisted on a dress code. She hated the change, but loved her work. Her green eyes were circled with black liner, and her lips were ruby red. Her shirt had a dancing zombie on it, the only ‘unprofessional thing’ she refused to give up. She loved zombies.
She stepped past me, put her things on the counter, and started to make her way to the bathroom to pee. She realized who I was all at once. She turned around and jumped up and down in her excitement. Still jumping, she pulled me into her arms and hugged me tight.
Naomi’s voice was full of happiness when she spoke. “Yay! You’re back!”
“Just for a little while,” I admitted.
She released me from her hug and put her arm around my waist, so she could keep a hold on me. She put her head on my shoulder.
“I missed you, kiddo. You’ve gotten taller,” Naomi said.
“You’ve gotten more eccentric, I think,” I said.
“We try! Oh, yeah, that reminds me! I need milk!” she said.
“How does that remind you of milk?” I asked.
“Your bones…they need milk…you’ve gotten taller…it makes sense,” she said as if I was missing the obvious.
“Of course it does…”
“Ellen, you’re up! I thought you would be asleep for another hour.” Naomi hugged me tighter. “Would you know that your mom has been going out every night with Sam to try and look for you? She was certain you were in town…for like the past two weeks or so.”
“Really?” I asked.
How odd was it that she had thought I was in town the same amount of time I had been free from the prison?
Ellen shrugged. “It was just a feeling. Naomi…cook me dinner. I’m starved.”
“Cook yourself dinner. Oh wait, you can’t, because you are ridiculous and quite possibly a robot, who hasn’t acclimated to the fact that humans cook,” Naomi said.
“Cook some for Clare, too,” Ellen said, ignoring Naomi’s words. She stood and started toward the bathroom. “I’m going to check on Sam. Afterwards, you and I are going on a walk, Clare. You will hold my hand, and you will not complain when I show you affection in public,” she commanded me.
“I would never complain about that,” I told her.
Her smile was a miracle after such a long time lost in pain. I was glad to see it, but sad in the same instant. It was a reminder that I couldn’t stay here; I would have to look somewhere else for Daniel. Besides, I couldn’t bring my world of danger on to her shoulders again. It was too dangerous. Leaving was unavoidable.
Forgetting about Reaper, I let myself out through the back door to wait for Ellen to finish consoling Sam, wishing I was normal and that I could stay forever.
As I sat down on Naomi’s deck chair, I heard her ask Reaper from the kitchen, “So…who are you?”
Reaper answered politely, obviously intrigued by Naomi and her oddness. They struck up a conversation, and became old friends in a matter of minutes, as was Naomi’s way.
After my long walk with Ellen, which was therapeutic and more wonderful then words, Naomi demanded I hang out with her. While the talk with Ellen had been healing, the talk with Naomi was different, in a good way.
We walked out to the water’s edge together, her arm hooked through mine. When we were close enough to the water to appreciate its beauty in the dark, but far way enough to not get wet, we sat. Naomi’s feet made odd shapes in the sand as her mind kept up constant thought. She had given up trying to think of two things at once, but Naomi was always thinking. Her hyper brain never rested, not even when she was asleep.
We were silent for a long moment, the ocean and her feet moving in the sand dominating the present. I heard other sounds; sounds like avalanches. A crab walking the shore, a couple making out in the lifeguard house, some others down the beach drinking quietly and watching the waves, the sounds of the pier as people walked it’s length, Ellen inside as she sat with Sam in their room and tried to make him feel better about the fact that Alex might possibly be dead, the cars on the street…they all blended into the same moment.
“How you been, kiddo?” Naomi finally asked.
“About as good as a person kicked in the head…and I have been…kicked in the head, I mean,” I said.
“Yeah, you look it. What’s with the shoulder?”
“Got shot,” I said.
“Had to hurt,” she said.
“It did,” I admitted.
“You’re acting strange,” Naomi pointed out. “All reserved. Where’s my Clare at?”
“She got lost in a hole.”
Naomi sighed. She didn’t need my story to know I was in pain. She could see it. “Alice fell down a rabbit hole once, but she managed to find her way home again,” she pointed out.
“I’m not Alice,” I said.
“Shutting out the pain won’t make it any easier. Stop pretending you aren’t a person. Feel. Breathe. Enjoy the good. Endure the bad,” Naomi said.
“That’s Ellen’s saying.”
“I know. I steal things. My head doctor told me it’s compulsive. Then, he told me he couldn’t date me anymore, that he was married. I, then, proceeded to steal his car and crash it into a pole. That taught him some things about compulsive…and about dating his patients,” Naomi said.
By the end of her story I was laughing so hard I couldn’t breathe.
“What’s so funny?” she asked.
“You were dating your shrink?” I asked around my laughter.
“He always listened to me…” she said primly.
I laughed harder at her explanation. She started laughing as well, accepting my giggles as healthy. Between our laughs, she stood and started digging in the sand, where her feet had been making patterns.
“Help me dig!” she commanded.
I followed her command, still laughing at her. “Why are we digging?”
“I don’t know. Why aren’t we digging?” she asked.
“Good point,” I said.
“Let’s make a tourist trap,” she decided.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“We’ll dig a hole big enough to trap a tourist then even out the edges, so they don’t see the trap. They’ll never know what hit ‘em!” she said excitedly.
“Okay.”
Giggling, telling each other stories, and laughing more at our shared stories, we dug until our tourist trap was finished.
Reaper was on the sofa watching a football game with Sam when we got back. Sam was calm, worried, but trying to act normal as he watched the game. At least he wasn’t yelling.
“I forgot about you,” I told Reaper. “Sorry.”
“Oh, don’t worry about it. I’ve been learning a lot about your friends…especially Alex. She seems like a special girl.”
“She’s beyond amazing,” I told him.
“So I hear…” Reaper moved his eyes back to the television screen. “Do you have guesses as to where we should look next?”
“No…” I admitted.
“I might. I’ve been thinking about the story you shared with your mother earlier… You said that you were in the hall with that boy…Spider, and Damian and Nguyen grabbed you there, is that right?”
“Yes.”
“And Anna grabbed you later?” he asked.
“There’s no forgetting that,” I said.
“So, your friends saw you being abducted by Nguyen, not Anna?” Reaper asked.
It hadn’t occurred to me they didn’t know Anna had taken me. I had been assuming the wrong thing.
“Yeah…” I said, getting what he was saying.
“If they’re assuming you’re alive, then they are assuming he is alive, right?” he asked.
“Right,” I said.
“There are two places in America Watchers like to have as a base of operations. One is L.A., because of our history here, the other, because it is a place that, like us, never sleeps and never rests. It suits our needs,” Reaper said.
“New York?” I asked.
“Yes,” he confirmed. “While Darian and Lorian keep the majority of their forces here in L.A., Marcus loves New York. It’s his hometown. It the first city he claimed. If your friends thought you were captured by Marcus, chances are they tried to follow you to New York.”
“That makes a lot of sense,” Sam said hopefully.
“It might not be a good thing. They’re probably trying to come up with plans to infiltrate Marcus’ nest in the city… which is damn near impossible,” Reaper said. “Trust me, I’ve tried. If they try to look for you there, chances are not in their favor. We should find them before they do something stupid.”
“But how on earth are we going to find them in New York? It’s like looking for a grain of sand in the ocean,” I said.
Reaper smiled. “As it happens, I know where Marcus’ nest is. If they’re smart, they’ll have eyes on it.”
“They’re smart,” I said.
“I thought so,” he agreed.
“Do you want to go now?” I asked.
“After the game,” Reaper said, settling in deeper in to the sofa.
Sam started yelling at the television as one of the players started running for the end-zone. They both jumped to their feet in excitement, hollering in shared happiness as the player crossed the magic line. They high-fived each other then sat back down on the sofa as if nothing had happened.
I joined Ellen and Naomi at Naomi’s small kitchen table. I rolled my eyes as I sat down.
“Men!” I said.
“Sweetie, you don’t know the half of it,” Ellen said.
We laughed, and Ellen took my hand. Her eyes told me that she knew I would be leaving again shortly. They were sad at the thought, but she knew she would have to let me go. And even though I was happier than I had been in a long time, I was aware of every second, every tick of the clock.
How long did I have before I knew whether or not Alex and Daniel were alive? How long till I had the truth?
 




Chapter 7
 

After the game was over, we left again.
Leaving Ellen was difficult, but I knew I would always find my way back to her. She was a guiding light in the dark. When I had found Daniel and Alex, I would see her again. Nothing would come between us. Naomi loaded me down with positive thoughts and cherry flavored bubblegum – her favorite; a reminder she would always be there for me. Sam commanded I bring his daughter back. His tone suggested there was no room for failure. I agreed, and had promised him to do my best.
Sara met us near a coffee place on 4th street. She looked bored as she paced along the curb; a sign she had been waiting for a while. My goodbyes had taken longer than I had expected.
“Where to now?” Sara asked.
“New York,” Reaper said.
“You’re getting your money’s worth this week,” Sara teased.
She walked us to a more private area, so we could leave without being noticed.
“I figure I should sometime,” Reaper replied.
She ignored his comment. “Off we go,” she said.
I took Sara’s hand and felt the night blur past. When the light returned we were in a different city.
“Welcome to New York…the city that never sleeps,” Sara said in a tour guide voice.
She had landed us next to a smelly garbage bin and a homeless man, who was sleeping next to the bin. I wasn’t sure which of the two smelled worse.
“Home, sweet, home,” Reaper said.
“You’re from here?” I asked.
“Where do you think I met Marcus?” he asked.
“I don’t know...the world is a big place,” I replied.
“Cheers,” Sara said before disappearing into the night again.
“We’ve got about three blocks to go,” Reaper said when Sara was gone.
We rounded the corner of the alley, and I breathed in the smell of the city. It wasn’t an amazingly awesome smell, but it was familiar and lovely, because of that familiarity. People passed us on the streets, searching for a destination. The streets were less busy with the dark, but there were still plenty of people out on the town.
“I love the way the city feels. It’s always so alive, no matter the time of day,” I said.
“I love the pizza,” Reaper replied.
“Even though you don’t eat?” I asked.
“Food isn’t necessary, no, but I still crave certain foods. Necessity and desire don’t always go hand and hand,” Reaper said.
“I bet Sara would be the best delivery girl in the history of the world. She could get you real Thai food from Thailand, if you wanted it.”
“She could. She wouldn’t, but she could. If I asked her, she’d probably take me to the Amazon and leave me there for a couple of days as a reminder to not take advantage of her.”
“I knew I liked her for a reason,” I said.
“Most of my people are like that,” Reaper said proudly. “I like strong people; people who know that when I ask for something, it’s because it’s necessary – people with fire in their spirits, passion, none of this servitude crap.”
“Doesn’t that make it dangerous as a leader, though? With people like that, don’t you have others questioning your authority?” I asked.
“People can question my authority all they want. It’s my determination and my plan I don’t want them to question,” Reaper said.
“What if someone does try and…you know, take over?” I asked.
“I’m not a tyrant. I have a standing rule that anyone who wants to challenge me has to face me in unarmed combat…to the death,” Reaper said.
I wasn’t sure if he realized what he was saying. I arched an eyebrow at him in a question.
“So, what you are really saying is that you keep on ruling, because your people don’t want to fight you to the death? Doesn’t that seem a bit tyrannical?” I asked.
He frowned. “No one has complained…”
“Well, I wouldn’t either if I had to duel you to the death,” I said pointedly.
“I’ll have to think about that,” he said thoughtfully.
“It’s probably a pretty good way to keep people in line, though” I said. “Provided you can handle yourself.”
He smirked, but didn’t give rise to the macho ego-stroking most men would have succumbed to.
“I’ve heard you can handle yourself,” he said. “Took King down with a single move…even though your shoulder was still weak.”
“I just tricked him, is all,” I said. “People always underestimate what they haven’t seen.”
“I like that,” Reaper said. “It’s a good saying. Here we are…”
He stopped in front of a tall, elegant building with a large entrance. People moved in and out of the structure, despite the lateness of the hour. Most of the people were humans, though I sensed a few Watchers in the crowd, their grace unyielding and obvious despite their best efforts.
“Crap…” I said, recognizing the building. It was a building I had always admired. I suddenly found it gaudy and worthy of a wrecking ball. “Where would you be if you were my friends?”
“That depends on a number of things. How many of them there is, what they know about the security, who is doing the spying, what their background is…” he said.
I sighed. “Whatever happened to simple answers?”
“Politics,” Reaper said dryly. “Let’s move through this crowd for a bit, and I’ll look for a good place. Don’t be shy about being seen. Hopefully, if your people are here, they’ll find us first.”
We started to walk through the crowd of people; Reaper’s eyes were in constant motion as he searched for a likely hiding spot. I searched the crowd, eyeing every face for a familiar detail.
Not long into our search, I stopped Reaper with a hand to his gut. One of the faces I had seen belonged to someone who wasn’t a stranger. Was it possible we had gotten lucky? I didn’t believe in luck – the good kind, at least – but this was too big a ‘coincidence’ for me to ignore.
“What is it?” Reaper asked.
“You see that boy there?” I asked.
“The one with black hair?” he asked.
“He is a thief, a liar, and has a silver tongue to rival even you,” I told him.
“You know him?” Reaper asked.
“Yes!” I said. “That’s Spider. Keep an eye out for bad guys, okay?”
Reaper nodded, his eyes moving to rake the buildings and streets again. I snuck up on Spider as he focused on getting close enough to pick the pocket of a man in an elegant suit. Just as he was about to go for the man’s wallet, I put a hand on his shoulder.
“Were you about to steal from that man?” I asked in a demanding, authoritative voice.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Spider said out of reflex, snatching his hand away from the man’s pocket.
He tried to pull away from my hand then froze when he recognized the sound of my voice. He slowly turned, uncertain his ears were telling him the truth. His green eyes widened in shock when he saw me. We stared at each other for a long moment. Then, he reached out and pinched me hard on the arm.
I swatted him in the shoulder. “Ow!”
“You are real!” he said.
“Of course!”
He smiled, cool and calm as always, not bothering with the sentimental tears most would succumb to. I knew it was an act. His eyes gave away his emotion.
“You look good, doll.” He gently touched a cut on my face. “I like a little toughness on my women. What you say we go back to my place?”
“Spider…you are eight, and I am so not interested,” I said.
“Eleven, doll. Eleven.” His smile changed as he looked at me. He put a hand on my shoulder, sincerity shining out from behind the light of his green eyes. “I’m glad you’re okay. You are okay, aren’t you?”
“As okay as possible,” I said. I grabbed him by both shoulders, cutting the platitudes short. My next question was difficult to ask. “What happened in the sewers? I thought you were dead…”
“Knocked out by a piece of concrete. Eli saved me…” His jaw tightened at the words, but he didn’t elaborate. “Serenity got us all out of there before the place blew. She said she heard you screaming about there being a bomb…then you were taken.”
“Got everyone out?” I asked carefully, afraid to ask directly.
“Daniel and Alex are fine,” he assured me. “Worried about you, but fine. They think Marcus has you.”
“He doesn’t. I’ll tell the story all at once, after I see him…them. I don’t want go over it more than that, okay?” I said.
“Okay…” he agreed.
“We should get off the street…” Reaper said, joining us.
Spider eyed Reaper suspiciously. The thoughts he had been letting me hear were suddenly scrambled. He recognized Reaper for what he was in an instant. Our months apart had given Spider more awareness of my world. It was an awareness I was glad he had found. Knowing about Watchers was dangerous as it was – awareness was a lifesaver.
“This is Reaper,” I told Spider. “He’s the reason I found you.”
Spider and Reaper exchanged polite, cautious nods. Reaper was more curious about Spider than Spider was about him. Something about my thief friend had piqued Reaper’s interest. He was looking at Spider as if they had met, as if they were old friends from another lifetime. His silver eyes were full of an emotion I couldn’t place.
“Where are the others?” I asked Spider. “Are they here?”
“I can take you to them,” he said.
“Let’s go!” I demanded.
Spider smiled at my tone. “I can’t wait to see Alex’s expression.”
“Me, too,” I agreed.
Spider’s smile was tinted with mischief as he started to lead us down the street. He was obviously a fan of surprises. I assumed he thought Alex’s reaction to this surprise was going to be epic.
“You okay?” I muttered to Reaper, as we followed after Spider. The emotion still hadn’t left his eyes.
He nodded and shrugged casually. “Your friend just looks familiar. Past life, maybe.”
“Oh…okay.” I skipped ahead to join Spider. “Are the kids here?” I asked, not bothering to hide my excitement. “Are they okay?”
Spider nodded, tucking a wallet he had just stolen in to his pocket. “They wouldn’t stay behind. We tried to make them, but Sprint said she would run us down and beat us up if we left them, then Ethan backed her up….I don’t mess with Ethan…”
“Good. I mean, I’m glad they’re safe. Tell me more about what happened in the sewers,” I said.
He started talking, using his gift for arranging words to soothe my worry in a way that only Spider could manage. It was the same gift he used to talk people into giving him money. Even as he kept up a constant monologue, he was alert, wary. A couple of times, he took us in a circle to make sure we weren’t being followed. I appreciated his cautiousness, but every detour we took irritated me. I was anxious to get the reunion started. I was anxious to see Daniel.
He explained how everyone had gotten out, how they had determined Marcus had me and had started their search for me. The search had eventually brought them to New York; they had been here for the past month. I could sense him leaving things out from the story, but I understood it was things he thought the others should get to tell me; things that weren’t his place to tell. Lost in his story, we walked into a bank. It sounded like the start of a bad joke, but it was true.
When the scenery changed from hard concrete to beautiful marble, I stopped walking. It was night, so the place was empty and dark, but I could tell it wasn’t the sort of bank Joe Everyman had an account in. The elegance surpassed any I had ever seen. There was something familiar about the casual elegance.
“What the heck?” I asked Spider as I eyed the opulent foyer of the prestigious bank.
“Apparently your boyfriend has a bank,” Spider said.
“He never mentioned it,” I said.
“He acted kind of embarrassed about it, but he also decided it was the best place to hide. He has some condos on the top floor. Talk about a place to live! Man, I’ve never seen something so decked out before!”
“Oh,” I said.
I started tugging at my shirt and messing with my hair, wishing I had remembered to put on makeup, and otherwise fretting about my appearance in ways I never fretted about it. I was worried what Daniel would think. Would he think I looked different? Would he still be attracted to me? Would he be mad I had walked out on him at the church so many weeks ago? Would my harsh words still be on his mind? How would I tell him he had done so much for me in the past month and half? He had been my protection against the pain. How would I express that? How could I ever tell him how much I needed him?
“You look amazing, Clare,” Spider told me, noticing my nervousness. “He won’t be able to help but be amazed and fall in love with you all over again.”
I stopped trying to make my hair lie flat and took a deep breath. “You sure can be sweet when you try,” I told Spider.
“I just call it like I see it, doll. You’re always a babe, no matter the bruises, or whatever else.”
He smiled at me, as proof his words were sincere, and talked in my ear about important nothings, to keep me distracted. He led us to the back of the bank and we stepped into an elevator hidden behind a heavy door. His words were certainly a distraction, but not enough of one. I let him talk, even while my thoughts remained on what was waiting for me upstairs.
Reaper was silent, his hands jammed into his pockets as he lounged in the corner of the elevator. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what he was thinking. His face was a mystery, impossible to read – not that I was trying very hard.
The elevator finally stopped on the sixth floor. Spider stepped in front of the heavy doors when they opened, and let me walk out first.
The elevator had opened directly into a large, immaculate room. The room had two sofas and two squishy chairs in the center that looked as if they had gotten a lot of wear and tear from some very messy kids recently. Two steps were beyond the furniture, creating a landing that led out on to a balcony. There was a fireplace on the wall to my right and doors along the wall to my left. Stuck in the far corner of the large room was a small kitchen cluttered with remnants of the last meal cooked in it. The floor was slate, covered with rugs, and the walls were covered in modest wallpaper. The room was elegant and simple. It was obvious Daniel’s hand had been behind it. He had decorated this room and walked its floors.
The butterflies in my stomach made it feel as if it were moving. He had to be close…
“Spider…is that you?” I heard a voice call from one of the rooms on the far side. I recognized the voice in an instant.
“Nah…he’s busy picking pockets and trying to pick up girls he’s not man enough for,” I called back.
“Hey!” Spider exclaimed.
There was a short pause of startled silence, in which I felt the person inside the room thinking over the implications of hearing my voice. There was doubt and shock mingled in with the silence. Then, without any heed to dignity Alex ran from the room and tackled me. I fell back from her weight and landed on the floor hard. She ignored my pain and hugged me tight. As she clung to me on the floor, she started crying.
“You’re not dead!” she said in my ear.
“You’re not, either!” I said.
She hugged me tighter, crying into my shirt. I rubbed at her back, amazed to see her cry. I was so used to seeing her be the strong one, and now I was the one comforting her.
“Alex, you do know we’re on the floor and that Spider is probably having some really bad daydreams right about now, don’t you?” I asked finally.
She sniffed and wiped her tears off on my borrowed shirt. She pulled away from me and looked at my face.
“Don’t worry, I’ll make him pay.” She touched my face in a sisterly gesture. “Where ya been?”
“She wants to tell us all at once…” Spider answered for me.
“Right,” Alex agreed. “I have so much to tell you…so many things…I don’t know where to start…are you okay? Do you need anything? Oh! Daniel…you should go see Daniel. Oh, he is going to freak!”
“Daniel?” Reaper asked sharply.
I realized that I hadn’t mentioned Daniel’s name to Reaper. I wasn’t sure if it was to protect him, or because I had been having trouble saying his name.
“Yes…Daniel.” I reveled in saying his name. Daniel. Daniel. Daniel.
Alex turned to look at Reaper, finally catching on to the fact that she wasn’t just in front of family. She blushed and moved off of me, helping me stand in the process. Around her blush, she surveyed Reaper’s face with her x-ray eyes, searching for an explanation for his presence.
“Hi,” she said.
“Reaper, this is Alex. She’s my very best friend in the whole world,” I said.
“Your father is very worried about you,” Reaper said in a polite tone reserved for strangers.
“You saw Dad?” she asked me. “He’s okay?!”
“We just came from visiting him. Sam and Ellen are in Santa Monica. Safe,” I said.
Tension I hadn’t noticed before dissolved from her face. She smiled, her eyes brimming with her happiness. “That’s wonderful! We were worried they had been taken, like Han and Beatrice.”
“Taken?” I asked, daring to hope she knew for a fact that Han and Beatrice weren’t dead.
“Oh…that’s another reason we thought Marcus had you. Nguyen tricked you and Daniel into leaving King’s Cross. He hadn’t been trying to kill Daniel on that road…He just wanted to force you to run. They figured they’d catch you later, though I think they wouldn’t have minded catching you then. His real target was Han and Beatrice…for their research. Margaret and Jackson tracked them to here, but we’re having trouble locating them for certain. We thought you were in the same building with them,” Alex said.
“Margaret and Jackson are alive?” I asked to be sure, feeling as if the day was trying to overwhelm me with good news.
“Yep. And Margaret is pissed. I’ve never seen her so mad,” Alex said.
“That can’t be good,” I said.
“She wanted to storm Marcus’ building…literally, but Jackson talked her out of it. After the fire, they thought we were dead and got the message Beatrice left for Daniel. They went to go check on them, and have been hunting them down ever since.”
“Explains why they didn’t come looking for us. They thought we were dead and Han and Beatrice were in trouble,” I said.
“Yeah…Jackson felt really bad about it. He feels he let Daniel down. They’ve been going through a rough patch. Well, Daniel has been going through a rough patch with everyone, really. He’s, uh, not been himself.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“Withdrawn…irritable…you know, worried about you. I don’t think I’ve seen him more unraveled,” she said.
Her words made me more anxious to see him. I wanted to take away his worry.
“Is he here?” I asked.
“He’s on the roof. It’s where he does all his planning.”
I was already moving toward the door. Alex hurried to step in front of me.
“There’s something else,” she said.
“What?” I asked impatiently.
“They forced some drug on him when he was in the nest. He had a hard time coming down off of it. He hasn’t been the same since. It’s like he’s afraid of himself. He’s still Daniel, but there’s a fragility that wasn’t there before.”
I put a hand on Alex’s shoulder. “It’s something he and I share, then,” I told her.
Her eyes widened at my words, and I was sure in that instant she understood the magnitude of my pain. She knew I had been faced with pain beyond words, and knew my newfound weaknesses; my fear that pain would one day be my master again. Her face changed to reflect her newfound knowledge, but she didn’t say anything. Her eyes switched to Reaper and the mystery he presented to her.
“I think you have some stories to tell…interesting ones, I’ll bet. How’d you meet Clare?” she asked him.
She pulled Spider on to the couch and gestured for Reaper to sit. I knew she was giving me space to meet Daniel in private. I gave her grateful look, then, scared out of my mind – terrified my expectations would somehow disappoint me, would somehow disappoint him – I went back to the elevator.
The elevator didn’t go to the roof, but I found some stairs near the elevator that did. I had to climb three more flights to get to the roof. I took the steps as slow as I could take them. A part of me was terrified I was imaging all this, that when I got up there he would be nothing more than a New York skyline. Another part of me was terrified he wouldn’t love me in the same way. So much had happened…so much to pull us away from each other. Had too much time passed?
The stairs dead-ended at a door that read ‘Roof: Authorized Access Only.’ I tested the handle and found it unlocked. I took a deep breath to prepare myself and, feeling as if it were the most important door I would ever open, I turned the handle.
Daniel had his back to me. He was standing on the ledge and looking out over the city as if he were trying to understand how and why the people going about their daily lives managed so easily. He wore a simple black t-shirt and blue jeans; he had sneakers on as if he were preparing to go on a run, though his clothes suggested otherwise. His hair had started to grow out again. It was down to his ears now, blowing in the wicked wind billowing around the roof. He tapped impatiently with his foot against the hard stone of the ledge, a gesture I knew all too well. What was bothering him now? The fact that those people below him managed their lives at all? A table with a laptop on it and a simple, hard chair were the only other things on the roof.
Some of the darkness I had been carrying around with me dropped away at seeing him. His body was tense, a coiled spring, the darkness surrounding him palpable, but he was alive. I hadn’t lost him.
“I told you I didn’t want to be bothered,” he said quietly as I let the door swing shut behind me.
“Don’t jump! You’ll just dent the pavement if you do,” I teased him.
“Oh…It’s you again…” he whispered without turning.
“Me, again?” I asked.
“I keep seeing you, but you’re never really there. Shadow and illusion. Why can’t you leave me alone?” he asked.
“Isn’t an illusion of something good better than not seeing it all?” I asked him.
“Not when you want that illusion more than you want air,” he replied.
“Now that’s just ridiculous,” I told him. “I would rather see a picture of you then not remember you at all. You need to stop being so dramatic.”
“Is my illusion really scolding me?” he asked a small smile pulling at his lips. It was a smile he quickly stifled. “That’s a first.”
“Well, you are being stupid. I always point out stupidity when I see it,” I said.
“True.” He still refused to look at me, his eyes lost in the clouds starting to march across the horizon. “Why can’t you be true?”
I crossed the space between us and joined him on the ledge, so close our shoulders were touching. I watched the clouds as well, my eyes picking out shapes from the marching mists.
“What is the truth, Daniel? What does that word even mean?” I asked.
“What do you mean?” he asked, curious despite his doubt I was real.
“The truth is defined by our perceptions, our way of interpreting things. Why can’t a vision of me be as true as that building over there or those storm clouds? If we see it as true, it is true. That’s the beauty of human expression.”
“It is also the sin we face. We twist things into a truth that can never be,” he said. “We lie and distort things to suit our own selfish ends.”
“But having the hope that our personal truths are real is more than beautiful. It’s perfect,” I decided.
“Now who’s being an idiot?” he asked.
“I believe I called you stupid. Your word is just hurtful,” I said.
He turned to me; his green eyes were full of emotion he dared not let go. I turned to face him as well, urging him to see I wasn’t an illusion. My eyes told him that it was okay to believe in the truth of me. His eyes started to fill with the emotions swarming his chest, and he reached out with one hand. The hand hovered over my shoulder as if he were afraid that touching me would make the illusion end; that I would fade to mist and shadow with the contact.
I grabbed his hand and put it to my cheek, willing him to see the truth. He gasped in wonder as his hand connected to my skin. I let him into my thoughts, the barrier I had kept up since my time in hell falling down as easily as breathing, and showed him the depth of my emotions: my love, my happiness, my eagerness to see him so very much alive.
I missed you, I told him in my thoughts, not able to speak the words out loud.
The words erased all doubt in his mind. His smile was the first light in a dark world, the moon appearing on the horizon, love finding a home. He put his arms around me, pulled me in close and kissed me fiercely. His lips moving in time to mine, he picked me up and swirled me around. He started laughing, a pure, boyish laugh I had missed.
In between kisses he asked, “How…” kiss “…is this…” kiss “possible?” kiss.
I was laughing as well. I pulled away from him, so I could speak. “That is a very long story. One I only want to tell once.”
He nodded and kissed me again, more interested in the present and the reality of me standing in front of him than my story. His kiss lasted an eternity. Finally, he held me at arm’s length, so he could look at me. His green eyes pierced into my soul.
“I have so much I want to say to you…so much we left unsaid…I’m sorry…I am so sorry for letting you down…for lying to you about Odette and the reason I was in King’s Cross…everything,” he said.
“Daniel…please don’t apologize. You…” The emotion choked back the words. “Truth is bendable, our love is not. You understand?”
“I’m still going to make it up to you,” he promised.
“How about another kiss?” I asked.
He laughed, happy to oblige. I held him tight, telling him through our touch all the things I couldn’t express in words. Lost in the emotion, the love, the moment we had come to accept as reality, we kissed until we couldn’t kiss anymore.
 




Chapter 8
 

We spent a long time on the roof, coming to terms with the idea that we weren’t separated…and that neither of us was dead.
As we caught up, I realized that our love had, in fact, changed. It was stronger…tougher. Being separated had made us realize what we were missing, what we had undervalued and ultimately taken for granted. It would take a lot to make our love crumble…like the world ending. Even then, I was certain we would find a way to make it work.
Finally, holding hands – afraid the other would disappear if we stopped touching – we made our way back downstairs to our waiting friends. Daniel kept up a stream of silent emotional dialogue between us, our thoughts linked by our touch. It made it hard to focus on anything beyond him.
When I stepped into the large room living room again, I saw that everyone was there; Alex had called home the others. Some of my friends were lounging on the furniture – namely the kids – and others were pacing the length of the room in agitated impatience – namely Margaret and Jackson. Alex was the focal point of the room as she kept the fun going and distractions working. Her face was still red from crying, but her mood had improved considerably. Reaper was next to her on the couch; he was looking at her as if he had never someone so confusing in his life.
The room went silent when I stepped through the door.
“Don’t everybody say ‘hi’ at once,” I said.
Tears were in Sprint’s and Cora’s eyes; Ethan looked as if he had been slapped in the face. Twitch, however, smiled. He got up from the chair he had been in, shut his book of poetry, and crossed the room. He took my free hand, the same smile on his face, and held it tight.
We missed you.
“I missed you, too,” I told him. I pulled him in for a sideways hug. “You’ve gotten taller, I think,” I told him.
Maybe, a little, he admitted.
Our words broke the kid’s shock and set their emotions free. They stood and circled around Daniel and me, touching me on my shoulders, my arms, anywhere they could reach, in affirmation I was really there. Their minds were full of love and happiness. Cora’s tears had leaked over to spill on her face. Ethan fought against the tears as tried to look tough in front of the others, though no one would have mocked him had he cried. The kids started asking me questions, talking over each other in their excitement. I answered them as best I could, glad to see them again.
They finally gave me some space, finding their seats again, though they kept their eyes on me, to make sure I didn’t disappear when they weren’t looking. I looked at Jackson and Margaret. Jackson had been watching Daniel, but his eyes returned to me as the kids sat. The normal smirk I had come to associate with him was gone, and gravity I had never seen before dominated his face. He stepped in front me, his tall frame forcing me to crane my neck to look him in the eyes. His blond hair spilled over his broad shoulders; it framed his square face and made him look like a Viking warrior come to tell me bad news.
“I let you down,” he said.
“Yep,” I said.
He eyes widened in shock.
“Daniel told me you’ve never seen ‘Lost Boys.’ I’m very disappointed,” I added.
He smiled and shook his head; some of his gravity disappeared with my words. He was amused, but he was obviously not in the mood for jokes. His emotions were too real for him to be distracted. He looked at me, searching for a way to express his doubt.
“You did what you thought was right at the time,” I continued more seriously. “I would never hold that against you. I’m just glad I didn’t get you killed.”
He accepted my forgiveness, though I sensed he still felt as if he owed me. The smirk was back on his face. “I’m glad, too.”
He eyed Daniel with cautiously optimistic hope. I sensed there had been words between them, an argument about me and about Jackson’s inability to protect me. They were words Daniel regretted; words he couldn’t undo. They were words Jackson was eager to forgive him for.
“Did Daniel ever tell you he’s never actually seen ‘Lost Boys’?” Jackson asked.
“What?!” I demanded of Daniel.
“Man! Come on!” Daniel complained to his friend.
Before I could take Daniel to task for his lack of awesome, Margaret surprised me. She lunged out with the skill of a trained warrior and pulled me into her arms. The hug was brief, but so out of character that I was speechless; all of my sarcasm was gone. Snow started to fall from the ceiling at her hug. I stared at her as she released me; the snow continued to fall like lace on my shoulders. She avoided my eyes as she took Jackson’s hand. The room had gone silent again.
“Check your pockets,” Jackson joked. “Her hug might have been a diversionary tactic. Make sure there’s not a bomb or something.”
Margaret wacked Jackson on the shoulder and laughter resonated around the room again. The snow stopped falling with her hit.
I looked around the room again, finally noticing that someone was missing from the group. I had been too distracted to account for everyone. I knew he would be where the kids were. They were his life.
“Where’s Eli?” I asked.
Everyone, suddenly, was not looking at Alex. It wasn’t on purpose, but it was enough to know she had something to do with him not being around. I turned to her for an explanation. She sighed.
“He’s with Serenity. Went with her after the dust died down in New Orleans. He said it was to help, but it was really to get away from me.”
“Why?”
“I’ll tell you later…” Alex said, eyeing Reaper uncomfortably.
“Okay…” I agreed.
“What happened to you, Clare?” Ethan asked around the awkward moment. “Where have you been?”
His question put me on the spot. I knew I couldn’t put off the story any longer. They were all here; they had come all the way to New York to look for me…they deserved the truth. I took a deep breath and, using Daniel’s touch for encouragement, started telling them my story. I left out things that I didn’t want the kids to hear, but I wasn’t shy on the details. I knew they were eager to know as much as they possibly could.
Through our touch, Daniel experienced more of the story. My mind was unable to hide the truth from him, though he also didn’t get the full story. Some things were hard to even think about. Several times, I felt his anger and his overwhelming desire to find that house on the hill and kill everyone inside. It was a desire he had trouble repressing. It was a desire I reciprocated.
When I was finished with the story, Daniel looked at Reaper, who hadn’t taken his eyes off Daniel since our entrance. Reaper’s silver eyes were full of questions, and his face was dominated by a frown; his dark features appeared darker with the intensity of his consideration.
“‘Thanks’ does not even begin to cover what I owe you for bringing her to me,” Daniel said. “I am in your debt.”
“No…” Reaper said slowly. “I actually think we’re even. Well, perhaps not even, but close.”
“Excuse me?” Daniel asked.
Daniel looked at me for an answer to Reaper’s strange words. I shrugged in response. Knowing Reaper longer didn’t mean I understood his cryptic words. He was being strange, yet oddly familiar with Daniel. It was a side of him I had yet to see.
Reaper’s face had turned increasingly certain, positive of whatever conclusion he had come to. He stood and approached Daniel very slowly, so as not to put him on the defensive. His silver eyes bored into Daniel’s green ones. When he spoke, his voice was laced with meaning.
“A very long time ago, I lived here in New York. I was an orphan, sent to live in an orphanage run by a sadistic master. It was there I met a boy, who was older than me and full of stubborn determination. He was a bit of trouble maker, a ring leader, but he was loyal to his friends…beyond loyal. He convinced me at the age of six to run away from the orphanage and take to the streets. He convinced me we would be the masters of the streets, no theft too big, no chance too high, and, for a time, this was true. But we were only children. That same boy found me and one of our friends being beaten by a gang one day and, instead of running away, he jumped into the fight without a thought of his own safety. He saved our lives. I had thought…I had thought the gang had killed the boy and taken his body, had punished him for his brazen act; that he had died protecting me. I have very recently come to the conclusion that I was wrong.”
The story had meant something to Daniel. I felt his shock through our touch.
“Ashley?” Daniel asked incredulously.
“It is you!” Reaper replied, starting to laugh. His face reflected his surprise and joy. “I’ll be damned!”
“Wait, wait, wait,” I said around my confusion. “The ferryman of souls isn’t really named Reaper? He’s named Ashley?”
“Ash,” Reaper corrected. “It was a popular name in my time.”
“It still is popular…for girls,” I said.
Daniel ignored me. He looked as if someone had hit him with a bus.
“I can’t believe it! I looked for you, but they told me you had died in a fire…some accident in an industrial building,” Daniel said.
Reaper dissolved into mist then reappeared again, showing off his talent. “Fire isn’t as big an obstacle for me as it is for some,” he said.
“I had no idea you were a Watcher,” Daniel said, obviously overwhelmed by the day.
Not only was I alive, but one of his childhood friends he had long thought dead was alive as well. The thoughts I was seeing through our touch told me there was more to Reaper’s story. The fight Daniel had jumped into was a moment Daniel had carried with him his whole life. It was the day Beatrice had found him and taken him in as her own.
“Is this the friend from the vision we shared?” I asked. “The one you had thought murdered?”
“Yeah…” Daniel agreed.
Reaper made a rueful face. “Murdered? Close. In my foolish youth, not long after the change, I befriended Marcus. He wanted Watchers for his new group…the Seekers. He tried to kill me when I wouldn’t join his cause. He trapped me in a building and set it on fire. I hadn’t told him of my talent, though, and I managed to escape. That day I was reborn with the purpose of stopping him.”
Daniel’s thoughts were a whirlwind of emotion. He was having trouble focusing on one thought for very long. Reaper, Ashley, whatever his name was, was one reason Daniel had spent a good portion of his younger years torturing himself. Daniel had blamed himself for Reaper’s death; he had thought he should have been there for his friend. He had tortured himself in vein. It was a hard idea to come to terms with. Guilt was easier to accept than forgiveness.
“I think I’d like a drink,” Daniel said to no one in particular.
“I’ll get it,” Jackson said as he eyed Reaper curiously.
Jackson was the only in the room, besides me, who really understood what was happening. Daniel had obviously shared the story of Reaper’s ‘death’ with him.
“Well, does the artist formally known as Reaper have any other startling revelations to share?” I asked.
“I think that’s all…” He looked between Daniel and me. “You two are a lot alike. I knew there was a reason Clare seemed so familiar to me…”
“Sort of…” Jackson said handing Daniel a glass. “In the sense that they’re both smart asses, maybe.”
“And you’re the epitome of straight answers and politeness,” I said dryly.
Jackson bowed; his face lit up with his smile.
I led Daniel, who was still fighting a whirlwind of emotions, over to the sofa and sat. Alex moved in close on my other side. I held her hand, so that I was holding both hers and Daniel’s and took a long moment to enjoy the feel of them so near. I wasn’t sure where we would head next or what we would do, but I hadn’t lost everything. There was still hope. Priorities would be sorted out and plans would be made, but those things were for another day. All that mattered was that we were alive and no longer forced to contemplate the idea of the other being dead.
I listened as the others started talking and the room filled with familiar sound. Daniel talked with Reaper, catching up, trying to come to terms with the years that separated them. Alex talked with Spider, their banter bringing laughter to the kids. I relaxed into the sofa and shut my eyes as I listened to the voices circling around in the room. As both Alex and Daniel treated me to their thoughts of love and happiness, I realized I had solved Naomi’s dilemma. It was possible to think of two things at once, you just needed an Alex and a Daniel thinking them for you.
Somewhere between feeling deliriously happy and overwhelmingly loved, I passed out. It was the first time in a long time I dreamt of nothing…no nightmares, no dreams of different places, just peace and quiet.
When I woke, Daniel was lying next to me on the long sofa. He had one arm curled around me protectively, reluctant to let me go, even while I slept.
I shifted on the sofa to look at him, to see his eyes, assuming he was awake. I was surprised at what I saw. His eyes were shut, his breathing heavy. He didn’t move with my turn, and I wondered if I had actually caught Superman sleeping. I smiled at the thought.
While I looked at him, he snorted then grunted. His grunt turned into a full-out snore. I put my hand to my mouth to muffle my laugh, but my whole body shook with the force of my laughter. He snored again and his face twitched with whatever dream he was having. That did it. My laughter rattling my whole body, I fell off the sofa and landed hard on the floor.
Daniel jerked awake as I hit the floor.
“What is it? What’s wrong?” he asked, immediately alert.
It took me a minute to stop laughing. “You were snoring,” I said between laughs.
“I don’t snore…” he said, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.
“I thought you don’t need to sleep?” I asked him.
“Usually we don’t. We sleep when we get tired enough…which takes a lot…or want a break from...things.”
“It was adorable,” I told him.
He made a face, obviously not a fan of the word ‘adorable.’ “By ‘adorable,’ you mean ‘gruff’ and ‘manly,’ right?” he asked.
“Not even close…” I chuckled. I looked around the elegant room and realized it was deserted. “Where is everyone?”
“The kids are in their room still sleeping. Alex and Margaret went out to pick up clothes for you. I think they’re bonding. Jackson went back to Marcus’ building…there’s still the possibility that Han and Beatrice are there. He took Reaper with him.”
“I had no idea he knew you,” I said. “It’s so weird your childhood friend would be the one to pull me out of the ocean.”
“Did he say why he was helping you?” Daniel asked.
His green eyes reflected his worry. It was obvious he didn’t want to have to suspect Reaper of using me. It was rare for someone to help as Reaper had, without wanting something in return.
“He said it was because he knew I was different…that I didn’t waste my time with stupid questions and feeling scared. Also, because he had heard about Marcus’s search for me and wanted to be sure Marcus didn’t get me. He hates him as much as you do,” I said.
“Do you think he was telling the truth?” Daniel asked.
“I think he has some other reasons he didn’t share,” I said. “But I think those were the more important ones.”
“I forgot to tell you something last night,” Daniel admitted slowly.
He traced his thumb along my lips then cupped my cheek in his hand. The electrical feel of his hand on my face was a feeling I had missed more than anything else on the planet. It reminded me how alive a person could feel.
“What?” I asked, distracted by his touch.
“I forgot to tell you that I love you,” he said.
Warm butterflies swirled in my stomach. “Oh! I love you, too,” I said, happy to have those words again.
He kissed me lightly and helped me stand.
“Did you go by King’s Cross?” he asked, as he led me over to the kitchen.
“Yeah…” I agreed.
“Did you…” He hesitated.
“I saw your house,” I admitted.
He maintained the illusion of calm, I thought because he didn’t want to spoil the peacefulness of the morning, though I could sense his anger.
“Beatrice is going to be upset about her furniture,” he said lightly, as he handed me a glass of orange juice.
“That was my first thought,” I told him.
I took a sip of juice then ran my finger over the rim of the glass. While I didn’t want to ruin the peacefulness, either, I knew we couldn’t avoid the questions. We had found each other, but that didn’t mean the world stopped turning. Now, more than ever, I realized the brutality of the world of Watchers; a brutality that was being carried out even as we talked.
“What happens now?” I asked.
“What do you mean?” he asked.
“I mean…we’ve been searching for a way to bring Marcus down, and now we have Reaper’s group at our fingertips. Not only are they committed to the same thing, but they are also committed to ending the war between the brothers. Beyond that, they have power, they have people, and they have means. They can stop this thing,” I said, my words turning passionate by the end.
“You were impressed by the Saints, huh?” Daniel asked.
“I didn’t spend too much time getting attached, but they do good things. Some bad things, but mostly good,” I admitted.
“Reaper offered us the chance to join them last night,” Daniel admitted. “He said we could help – that he needed smart people willing to fight. He said he needs old friends he can trust…”
I leaned against the kitchen counter and considered his words. Joining the Saints felt like a commitment we had already made. It wasn’t a hard step to take. But there were other things to consider, like Daniel’s parents. We couldn’t ignore the fact that their lives could be at risk. They needed our help.
“What about Han and Beatrice?” I asked.
“Reaper promised his help in finding them,” Daniel said. “And seeing how he found you when I couldn’t…well, I could use the help.”
“What do you think?” I asked.
His eyebrows furrowed together as he thought about it.
“I don’t want my friendship to cloud the issue. I haven’t seen him in a long time. A lot has changed. He’s changed…I’ve changed,” he said.
“Maybe not as much as you think…or in ways you think. What if we went there and you looked around for yourself? That way, you can make no commitments to him until you’ve seen it for yourself. If you don’t like what you see, we’ll go somewhere else and look for your parents our own way.”
Daniel nodded in agreement. He took my hand.
“You’ve changed,” he said delicately.
I knew we couldn’t avoid this conversation forever, though I had hoped for more time. I had been changed. It was a profound difference I couldn’t articulate. Things felt out of place; I felt out of place. It was difficult to come to terms with those changes, when all I wanted was to be the way I used to be, before the abduction and re-training. There was no going back, however – only forward.
“Yes,” I said.
“I saw some of what happened, but not all…” he said.
“It’s hard to talk about,” I said.
“Then show me…” he said.
“Will you show me what you’ve been through while I was gone?” I asked archly.
He hesitated, obviously not as pleased with the reverse of his request.
“Yes?” he said.
I wasn’t sure what he was questioning.
“Mr. Adams?”
I jumped at the unexpected voice, and Daniel shut his eyes in irritation. Behind him was a small woman, wearing an expensive suit and thick glasses. Daniel was obviously familiar with the woman in the suit behind him, though he didn’t seem to appreciate her interruption. He fixed his expression, donning a polite smile, and turned around.
“What can I help you with, Ms. Manning?” Daniel asked.
“The papers you wanted are here. They just need your signatures,” she said, subtly blushing as he turned his eyes on her.
“Of course,” Daniel said.
He took the papers she held in her hand and looked over them carefully. Ms. Manning eyed me curiously as he read, adjusting her glasses in a habitual manner. Her mind was full of gossip and suspicion about the curiosity of my appearance in Daniel’s life. I didn’t know why, until Daniel turned to me and offered me the pen.
“I need your signature, Clare,” he said.
“Excuse me?” I asked.
I eyed the pen in confusion. Why on earth would he need my signature on anything? I had nothing to do with his bank or his business. He saw my expression.
“It occurred to me last night that if Reaper hadn’t picked you up, you might have been stranded without any money to make your way back to me. I would like the comfort of not having to worry about that again,” he said.
“And signing my name helps with that how?” I asked.
“You get access to my account,” he said.
“You told me your parents were rich, not you,” I said to stall for time.
“They are rich,” he said.
“Yeah, but you are rich…independently...outside of them,” I said.
“Seventh richest man in the United States, fourth richest under twenty,” Ms. Manning provided.
“See?” I said.
“What can I tell you?” he asked.
“That you’re a big fat liar,” I said.
“True enough. Now, quit stalling and sign the papers,” he said.
“What if I don’t want to?” I asked.
“Why would you not?” he asked.
“I didn’t earn this money. It’s yours,” I pointed out.
“What’s mine is yours,” he said.
“I feel the same, only I can offer you exactly what’s on my back,” I said.
“That’s good enough for me,” Daniel said with a suggestive smirk.
“Daniel…” I warned.
“Clare…” he mimicked me.
“This feels like a big deal,” I said.
He rolled his eyes at me. “Sign the damn papers, before I tell Alex you were the one who ruined her Sixteen Candles DVD.”
“Ohhh…Nice threat,” I complimented him.
“Thanks,” he said.
I eyed the pen he was offering me. I knew why he was doing it, and why it was so important to him, but it didn’t feel right. Growing up with Ellen, I had always felt the importance of money. Not having it for most of my life meant I appreciated the hard work that went in to earning it. I hadn’t earned it the way he had earned it.
“It’s just money, Clare,” he said softly.
“Rich people have the luxury of saying that,” I said.
“Sign the paper, and you’ll have that luxury, too,” he said.
“It’s not about being rich. It’s about being equal,” I said.
“Do it as a favor for me. I’ll never ask anything so big again.”
His green eyes were full of pleading as he pulled his charm look out and waved it around. Normally, I would have refused to agree to anything that involved the charm look, but it had been too long since I had directed at me. I loved seeing it again. I felt my emotions override my common sense.
“When you put it that way…” I took the pen from him. “Promise I can make it up to you?”
“Definitely,” he agreed.
She must be crazy… If someone as good looking and as rich as him offered me that kind of money, I would snatch it up in a second. Of course, I would be happy with just the good looking part…she’s out of her mind. Bonkers. Crazy.
Ms. Manning was finding it hard to control her expression around her thoughts, but her professionalism kept her thoughts hidden outwardly. Daniel and I exchanged a look Ms. Manning didn’t see. Daniel shook his head in warning, to keep me from saying anything to the woman.
I signed the papers, feeling odd I had just gained access to the seventh largest bank account in the United States. Ms. Manning took the papers, gave Daniel the ones underneath, and left. Daniel and I stared at each other when she was gone.
“Thanks,” Daniel said finally.
“It was a favor,” I said.
“I know…but still…” he said, his eyes full of warmth.
I coughed, a little embarrassed by the electricity he was generating. It had been so long since I had been alone with him; so long since I had felt the feelings pulsing through my body. The spark reached out and dared me to step closer to him, to embrace the feeling. Just as I was about to take the step closer – uncertain of where it would lead me – we were interrupted again. Ethan and Twitch came out of the room, rubbing at their eyes and yawning. Daniel shut his eyes in irritation, and I coughed again to hide my awkwardness.
“Is breakfast here?” Ethan asked. “I thought I heard the elevator…”
“It’s on its way,” Daniel replied.
By a route obscure and lonely, haunted by ill angels only, where an Eidolon named Night on a black throne reigns upright, I have wandered home but newly from this ultimate dim Thule.
“Poe again?” I asked Twitch lightly.
I was reading it last night.
“Pardon?” Daniel asked.
“I was talking to Twitch,” I explained.
“Oh…” He eyed Twitch curiously. “Talking implies he was talking as well.”
“In his thoughts,” I agreed.
“You can hear him?” Daniel asked.
“Yes, I can,” I admitted.
I picked Twitch up and helped him pour a glass of juice into a cup. When I turned around, Daniel looked shocked. I wasn’t sure if it was my familiarity with Twitch, or the fact I could hear his thoughts.
“You look like a startled fish,” I told him.
Daniel clamped his mouth shut and smiled to hide his confusion.
Breakfast wasn’t long to arrive, as Daniel had promised. The others woke up as it was being dropped off. Sprint and Spider raced out of their room, pushing each other to get to the best of the delicious food first. Cora followed behind them, yawning, but more dignified about her approach. She had little to worry about – Ethan had already picked out the best of the food and had made a plate for her.
Alex and Margaret arrived not long after, their arms full of bags. I moaned when I saw the bags, but my fear was misplaced. Alex had picked out clothes that fit my dark style perfectly. If anything, it was an upgrade. Margaret looked embarrassed at her involvement, but she accepted my ‘thanks’ with silent grace.
“What’s on the books for today?” Alex asked, picking a pastry off the cart.
“If Reaper ever gets back, I think there is a very angry, very worried father who would like to see his daughter,” I replied. “A father I do not want suing me. Other than that…I don’t know.”
“Why is it I’m more afraid of seeing Dad than I am over the possibility of facing down a bunch of Seekers?” she asked.
“Because it’s likely he can kill with a look,” I said. “Seekers have to work harder to kill you.”
“Right…” She sat on the edge of the sofa and eyed Daniel carefully. “Are you over being irritable all the time?” she asked him.
“Most of the time…not all of the time,” he said.
“Good, because I have something to say to you,” she said with a fire in her eyes.
“What?” he asked.
“If you ever leave Clare again to run after information – I don’t care how good that information might be, or how close it will bring you to Marcus – I will hunt you down and personally make sure you suffer.”
Daniel’s eyebrows lifted into his hairline. I smiled at the threat in her voice.
“That is sincerely the nicest threat anyone has made for me,” I said.
“I mean it,” she said, her eyes still on Daniel.
“I don’t doubt it,” Daniel said. He gripped my hand more tightly. “I will never leave her again.”
Alex nodded, accepting his promise. “You come to the inevitable conclusion to check out Reaper’s little gang of world-savers?” she asked us.
“We were thinking about it, yeah,” I agreed.
She jerked her thumb at the kids. “You think it’s appropriate to take them along?”
“They can stay here,” Daniel offered.
“Hey, man, I’m not staying here. If you guys try to leave me here, I’m gone,” Spider said.
“You won’t be persuaded otherwise?” Daniel asked.
“Not even if you had a room full of babes and enough pizza to last me a year,” Spider said.
“Simple minds…” I muttered sadly.
“Let me check out Reaper’s organization first. I promise you’ll be wherever we are,” Daniel told Spider.
“Take me along…that way I’ll know you won’t ditch us,” Spider countered.
“It seems like a big risk to take over a simple assurance. Don’t you trust Alex and Clare?” Daniel asked.
“They’re hot, but the only person I trust is me,” Spider said.
I couldn’t tell if he was lying or not.
“You are all welcome to come,” Reaper said appearing at the far end of the room. “The Saints accept everyone…we can’t really afford to discriminate.”
“We are choosing the cautious route,” I informed Reaper. “Not that we don’t trust you, it’s just my friends don’t trust my description of your organization. They’re the hands-on type.”
“I understand,” Reaper said. “How many are going back to L.A.? I need to inform my people, so they can pick us up.”
Daniel connected eyes with Jackson. Jackson nodded, silently agreeing to stay and look after the kids, until we got back. I knew Margaret would stay to keep an eye on the building they suspected Han and Beatrice were being held in.
“Four of us,” Daniel said.
Reaper pulled out his cell phone and dialed a number. “Sara…I picked up three more. Same place. One hour.” He hung up again.
“You’re certainly not as reckless as you used to be,” Daniel said.
“I’ve learned caution. Besides, I haven’t had you egging me on to do the all the dangerous stuff,” Reaper pointed out.
Daniel smiled. “True. If everything goes well, I will come back tomorrow to check in,” Daniel told Jackson and Margaret.
“Alright. Call if you need anything.” Jackson took Margaret’s hand, and, together, they left the apartment.
When we got to the same back alley Sara had dumped us off at, I saw a man had joined her. He looked very similar to her, down to his skin tone, facial structure, and eye color. As they stood next to each other, it was hard to tell where one ended and the other began.
“This is Shawn, Sara’s twin. He’s also a walker,” Reaper introduced the man.
“Howdy,” Alex said with a wave.
Shawn nodded politely at us, and his eyes returned to Reaper. “Preacher wanted me to pass along a message,” he said. “He said to tell you that our new friend has agreed to cooperate fully.”
Reaper nodded in understanding and held his hand out to Shawn. He gestured for us to do the same.
“Santa Monica, right?” Reaper asked me. “Same place?”
“Yeah,” I agreed.
“You may touch me,” Sara told Daniel, giving him permission to take her hand.
Shawn repeated the moment with Alex and Spider, who was visibly more nervous about our means of traveling thousands of miles in a second. Then, in a flash, we were lost in the world of darkness.



Chapter 9
 

Sara and Shawn disappeared the moment they set us down in the dingy bathroom in Santa Monica.
Daniel undid the latch to our stall, and we met the others near the sinks. Reaper held on to Alex’s elbow as she fought against the dizzy spell. Spider stumbled, but he was far from allowing Reaper to help him walk. He would take the fall, before he let a stranger help him. Daniel’s eyes were curious as he stared at the dark bathroom.
“That was interesting,” Daniel said dryly, meaning our means of transportation.
“Everything is spinning!” Alex said holding her head.
“Stare at one spot. It helps me,” Reaper said.
Her face grew disgusted. “I’m not sure I want to stare at one spot in particular in here.”
“Yeah, we should probably get out of here, before someone decides they need to go,” I agreed.
Alex hooked her arm through mine for stability, as we left the men’s room, forcing Daniel to walk with Reaper. Daniel took her sudden seizure of my arm with good grace. He and Reaper struck up a conversation full of old jokes and inside meanings.
Alex had more on her mind than old jokes.
“What do I say to him?” she asked me, meaning Sam. “How do I start?”
“‘I love you’ and ‘I missed you,’ sounds like a good idea,” I said.
“What if it’s not good enough?” she asked.
“It will be,” I promised.
“So this is California, huh?” Spider asked, interrupting our conversation.
He looked around at the palm trees, ocean, and shopping area we had landed near. His hands twitched with the desire to merge in with the crowd and start picking pockets, but he resisted, unsure of the lay of the land. He knew better than to steal without having an escape plan in mind.
“One part of it,” I replied.
“If you had told me two months ago I would not only get out of New Orleans, but that I would go to two of the largest cities in the U.S., I would have thought you were crazy. I mean, you guys are weird, but I just traveled from New York to L.A. in a heartbeat. This is beyond crazy.”
“You knew what you were getting into,” I said.
“I don’t think I really did,” Spider disagreed. “Eli was never…”
He cut his words short, and I realized that it wasn’t just Alex who was bothered by Eli’s unexplained departure.
“What happened with Eli?” I asked, sensing Alex’s tension.
“We already told you pretty much everything. We were all going to head back home and check on our parents and Daniel’s, but Eli said he didn’t want to come. Serenity had offered him the chance to work with her. He took off with her and Mick…without even saying goodbye to the kids,” Alex answered.
“It’s about the crappiest abandonment I’ve ever experienced,” Spider said. “And I’ve had quite a few.”
I put an arm around his thin shoulders, drawing him close on my other side. “I promise never to abandon you.”
“As long as you don’t get kidnapped again,” he said.
Alex pointed a finger at him, her face angry. “Don’t even kid about that.”
Spider raised his hands in front of his chest in silent apology, and went back to eyeing the crowd.
“That was you?!” Reaper chortled from behind us, where he was talking with Daniel. “I knew Marcus had been forced to change buildings not long before he tried to kill me, because of a fire, but I had no idea it was you who had set it.”
“It was just a result of my escape,” Daniel said brushing off Reaper’s astonishment. “I hadn’t meant to set the place on fire…but one thing led to another...you know how it goes.”
“I don’t know if its skill or craziness, but your presence is always felt, isn’t it?” Reaper asked.
“If you think I’m bad, wait till you get to know Clare better. Chaos follows her,” Daniel said.
“I’ve been trying to get a restraining order for ages,” I agreed.
“I sort of guessed that when I saw her ride a Nightstalker out of a bunker then jump into the ocean without a second thought,” Reaper said lightly.
I winced, having downplayed that part of the story for Alex’s sake.
“You rode on a Nightstalker?” she asked carefully.
“It offered me the ride,” I assured her.
It was rational? she asked me through our touch. It could think beyond emotions?
Yeah. It was tired of killing. Just wanted out. It was as much a prisoner as I was.
They’ve learned to control the…
Bloodlust? I asked.
Yeah.
From what I could tell, they had the ability to choose, I said.
She thought about that and a bubble of hope wrapped around her mind. Another thought occurred to her. I’m sorry for not finding you. I should have changed and tracked you down…I just couldn’t. I couldn’t make myself. I wanted to so bad, I wanted to help you…I feel like I let you down.
If you ever say that again, I’ll tell Margaret about that dream you had about Jackson.
She laughed and held her hands up in defeat. “Point taken,” she said out-loud.
“Here we are,” I said, waving a hand at Naomi’s house.
Alex lost her smile; her eyes were large as she looked at the cute, seaside cottage. Her face showed her fear and her pain. She was convinced she had lost everything when she had run away. She was also worried that Sam wouldn’t understand that she couldn’t stay. She was committed to her new life, and that meant forging her own path. I knew how she felt.
“Come on!” I urged her. I ran toward the front door with her hand in mine. She ran with me, her feet stumbling over unseen obstacles.
Ellen and Sam were in the kitchen eating a late breakfast when we entered. They jumped in surprise when I pushed the door open, but their eyes moved to Alex immediately. After a moment of shock, Ellen yelled happily and pulled Alex into her arms. She kissed Alex on the cheek and released her with tears brimming in her eyes.
“It’s good to see you,” Ellen said.
Sam stood and hugged Alex fiercely; then his anger, his fear, brought the acidic words he had harbored for two months to the tip of his tongue. He started ripping into every aspect of her running away with an awareness and skill of a seasoned lawyer. His words were not kind; he pulled no punches. I cringed at the things he said – a lot of it could be applied to me. Alex had a different reaction.
She started yelling back, seemingly unable to help the reaction. She punched a hole through all of his arguments, all of his attempts to make her feel bad for her choices. Her vocabulary was just as harsh, just as on-point as his. She was a formidable opponent.
As one, Daniel, Reaper, Spider and I made a beeline for the sliding glass door on the opposite side of the house. Ellen stayed in the kitchen to referee with a steady, calming acceptance that the argument was needed. She knew that things would be better once they had gotten their anger out.
“I didn’t realize your friend had so much bite,” Reaper said once we had gained the safety of the back patio. He looked over his shoulder at Alex, who was red-faced from screaming.
“Wait until she actually gets mad,” I told him.
“You call that not being mad?” he asked, looking over his shoulder to stare at the yelling pair.
I sat down on one of the chairs on Naomi’s patio. Daniel sat next to me and took my hand possessively. I shrugged at Reaper’s question. I felt odd about telling him what really happened when she got angry – the fact that she turned in to a Nightstalker was not something I shared lightly.
“Nah, she’s just not going to let him walk over her…They’ll work it out.”
The yelling reached out through the glass in an attempt to contradict me.
I looked out over the ocean and sank down into the familiar, comfortable chair. As I relaxed, I realized how precarious our situation still was. Marcus was still out there, the war was still raging, we still didn’t know why I could do the things I could do, or why Marcus was hunting for me. Nothing had changed, except now I was more aware of the underbelly of the war.
“Nothing’s really changed, has it?” I asked.
“A lot has changed,” Daniel replied.
“No, I mean…we’re going to be fighting for our lives until the day we die, aren’t we?” I asked.
“Most likely,” Daniel replied.
“Even then, I think we’ll still be forced to fight,” Reaper said darkly.
The realization had me feeling gloomy.
“Do you even really think what you’re trying to do is going to actually ‘do’ anything? You think you can bring down these organizations, which have been around for centuries? Your little school of outcasts versus Caesar himself…” I said.
“Rome fell in a day…” Reaper said. “All a good rebellion really needs is people willing to fight, a leader who knows what it takes to win that fight, and a lot of blind, stupid luck.”
“There’s a lot of hope involved as well,” Daniel pointed out.
“When there’s time for it,” Reaper said.
“Say you win this war, and everything you want comes true. What then? Are you going to rule the world, take their place?” I asked.
“Clare…” Daniel warned me.
I knew how rude I sounded, but I was in one of those moods I couldn’t help. I wanted to know if I was investing my energy in a dictator as bad as Marcus, or if it was okay to place hope in Reaper. Old friend of Daniel’s or not, I had to be certain. I had to know that I wasn’t fighting for something as bad as what I was trying to stop.
Reaper wasn’t upset, merely thoughtful.
“I honestly haven’t given it much thought. I don’t think I would like to rule anything. I just want to have a world where I’m not hunted like a criminal, my only crime having been born. I’ll leave the rest up to others to decide,” he said.
“Sounds dangerous,” I said. “And likely, will change nothing...the person willing to be a leader for the people might not have such lofty goals as you.”
Reaper didn’t have an answer to that.
“This conversation is kind of gloomy,” Spider said. “I think I’m going to go on a walk and enjoy the things us humans enjoy…like not thinking about world wars and evil dictators.”
“If you get picked up for pick-pocketing, I’m not bailing you out of jail…” I said.
“Doll, please!” He walked down the path separating the house from the sandy beach.
“Is he a good thief?” Reaper asked curiously.
“Almost as good as you were,” Daniel said.
“Are. I haven’t lost the touch,” Reaper said.
“Yeah, right…” Daniel scoffed.
“Do you doubt me?” Reaper asked.
“No, of course not. I’m just suggesting that age has a way of eroding skill,” Daniel said.
“If I remember correctly, you are four months older than I am,” Reaper pointed out.
“We’re not talking about me,” Daniel said. “We’re talking about you.”
I sighed, and thought of a way to end the argument.
“The first one back here with one hundred one dollar bills is the best thief…starting now,” I said.
They stared at me uncertainly.
“Go!” I told them.
They shared an eager smile and hurried off the porch. Daniel kissed me before leaving, promising me, with a touch of my face, that he wouldn’t go far. I trusted his words, happy to see him so carefree again. The past months had brought a lot of darkness to both our souls; he needed the lightness. It was important.
When they were out of sight, I watched the ocean and waited for them to return, finding my own lightness in the moment. The screaming had died down inside when Naomi got home. She found me out back and sat next to me on her swing. She knocked me gently on the leg as she sat.
“Didn’t think you’d be back so soon,” she said.
“I got lucky.”
“Your boyfriend around here?” she asked.
“He and Reaper are competing to steal the most one dollar bills,” I explained.
“Oh.” She accepted the oddness of my statement without question. She was used to doing odd things, so oddness in others was normal to her. “I want to cut your hair,” she decided.
“Okay,” I said.
When Naomi came back outside with her cutting tools, Ellen was with her. She sat next to me as Naomi draped a sheet around my shoulders, to protect my clothes from my hair. Ellen took my hand, holding it tight. We sat for a moment as Naomi started to cut my hair. Despite the happiness of the moment, there was an unspoken tension.
“It’s been awhile since it’s just been the three of us,” Ellen finally said.
“Yeah, it has,” I agreed.
“Remember that store in West Hollywood?” Ellen asked with a smile. “Clare got us kicked out…”
“I did not! That was all Naomi,” I said.
“I just dared you to set the firecracker off. You were the one that actually did it,” Naomi said refusing to take credit for my misdeeds.
“What about getting our first tattoos?” I asked them.
“I was terrified!” Ellen said.
“Well, yours was in a more…personal location than ours,” Naomi said.
“You’re not kidding!” Ellen said.
We laughed at the memories. I felt a sharp pang in my gut as I did. Even though I laughed at the memory, I felt a lifetime away from them. It was hard to feel the same way about the past; my memories of torture clouded everything. It was like a thin veil separating me from the life I had lived and the life I was living now.
Ellen’s laughter trailed away as her thoughts turned to a more serious vein; it was almost as if she knew the past could never be the future. It was as if she had heard my thoughts. She took a deep breath.
“It’s amazing how many stories we’ve had,” Ellen said.
“Yeah, it is,” I said.
“More than a lot of people,” Naomi agreed.
“But things change…life moves on,” Ellen said. “Sam and I have talked about it, and we’ve decided to stop running. We’re going to find a place here in town. No more hiding in your spare bedroom, Naomi.”
“I don’t mind,” Naomi said.
“But I do,” Ellen said. “For the first time in my life I want to settle down with someone. It sounds strange even as I say it, but I’m tired of moving. I want this to be my place…I want to be near my best friend and have a safe place for my daughter to come home when she needs to.”
“Do you think it will end here?” I asked her. “They’ll hunt you down, simply because you’re my mom.”
“I don’t think so,” Ellen disagreed. “I think they wanted Han and Beatrice for a specific reason beyond you, and I think they want you, because you’re you. They’re not interested in me. They’ve only ever been interested in me when I was involved with you. And since you’re pretty much on your own now…”
“I don’t know if I’d call it that,” I said.
“Point is,” Ellen said. “I’m staying here with Sam. I have to think about what we need now…”
I could tell how hard it was for her to say it. It took more than she was letting on.
“Are you looking for my permission to move in with him?” I asked.
“No, I just wanted to let you know that Sam and I made that decision,” she said.
“I think it’s a good choice, Mom,” I told her.
I thought about it, feeling a wedge grow between us. It had been growing since I had met Daniel, but it felt more permanent now. There was a space between us that could never be bridged. She had a separate life, one with Sam; I had one with Daniel. She was my Ellen – my sunshine – but we weren’t the same people anymore. We couldn’t keep what we had when I was growing up. The feeling was amplified by the fact that I had to stay gone to keep her out of my world. It was the only way. Things would only be okay when I stopped Marcus.
“It’s just weird,” I admitted. “You’re growing up so fast.”
“You blink, and before you know it, they’re moving in with their boyfriends,” Naomi added.
Ellen made a face. “Hush!”
Our conversation was interrupted by the sound of running. Before I could work myself up to worry about the meaning behind the sound, Daniel and Reaper appeared around the corner of the house. They were shoving each other, trying to trip the other before the other got to me. Behind them was Spider. He had an amused expression on his face.
Wide-eyed, and hopeful, Daniel and Reaper stopped in front of me. They both reached into their pockets and pulled out wads of one dollar bills.
“Who won?” Daniel asked.
“Let me see the money…” I said.
They handed the wads of cash to me. I, in turn, handed one stack to Ellen and the other to Naomi. They stuck the money into their pockets, their faces impassive.
“It was a tie,” I said calmly.
“Tie, my ass!” Daniel said.
“That’s an interesting proposition,” I said.
“I was clearly here first,” Reaper added.
“Are you arguing with me?” I asked in a low voice.
Reaper looked at the ground, to show he wasn’t trying to make me mad; it was a habitual thing for Watchers, who weren’t interested in a fight. He didn’t understand that I was kidding. Daniel’s eyes, however, were full of combative playfulness I had missed.
“I’m saying you’ve lost your mind, if you think it was a tie,” Daniel said.
“It’s not your place to judge the judge…it’s your place to accept what I say, or else you shouldn’t play,” I said.
“I wouldn’t have played, if I thought you were going to lie about it being a tie,” Daniel said.
“That’s your problem, isn’t it? You don’t want to play, unless you think you’ll win,” I suggested.
“I didn’t say that,” Daniel said.
“But you thought it,” I said.
“Is that why you said it was a tie? Because you knew I was thinking that, and you wanted to mess with me?” he asked.
“Ha!” I pointed at him. “So, you did think you would win!”
“It might have crossed my mind,” he admitted with a small smile.
“I don’t know how you stay on your feet with the weight of that ego pressing down on you,” I said.
“Practice,” he said. “And I’ve always been defiant of the law, even if that law is gravity.”
A boyish grin pulled at the corner of his mouth. I found it difficult to not smile back.
“Are they always like this?” Reaper asked Ellen and Naomi.
Alex had heard the commotion and had come to the door. Her eyes were red from crying, but I sensed she had worked everything out with Sam. Her face told me it was going to be okay. She sighed dramatically at Reaper’s question.
“Sometimes it’s worse,” she told Reaper. “Sometimes they just keep on and on and on and on and on…”
Reaper’s silver eyes met Alex’s in amused curiosity.
“Damn, dishwasher!” we heard Sam say from inside. “Work!”
“Dad’s trying to distract himself from our argument by fixing your dishwasher,” Alex told Naomi. “I’m sorry for whatever damage he does.”
“Oh, it’s fine,” Naomi said. “I tore out a wall once, just to see if I could.”
“Really?” Alex asked curiously, obviously intrigued.
“I could give him a hand,” Reaper offered.
“Are you sure?” Alex asked. “It might be dangerous.”
“I was alone and surrounded by thirty hostile Watchers once. That was ‘dangerous’… I think I can handle a dishwasher,” Reaper said.
“What happened?” I asked.
“That’s classified,” he said, his eyes on Ellen and Naomi.
I knew it wasn’t because he didn’t want to tell me about it; rather, he didn’t want to share the gruesome nature of his work with them.
“I’ll help,” Spider offered, excited at the prospect of electronics to tinker with.
“Alright,” Reaper agreed, leading the way inside.
Alex followed after them, as Daniel sat across from me, in a chair too small for him. My haircut finished, Naomi put her hair cutting tools away. As she did, she maintained a steady eye on Daniel. He kept looking past me to look at her, his eyes amused and curious. Her thoughts were random as usual, but I sensed a question burning on her tongue. Naomi wasn’t one to let a question burn for long.
“So, you’re Daniel, huh?” she asked him.
“Most days,” Daniel agreed.
“I knew a boy like you once,” Naomi said. “He was just as slick and probably twice as beautiful. You know what he did?”
“Yes,” Daniel agreed, having read her thoughts.
She was talking about my father.
Naomi took Daniel’s knowledge in stride. It didn’t surprise her that he knew. “Clare’s father claimed to love Ellen…and, well, we all know what happened there.”
“Naomi!” Ellen said in a hurt voice.
“Let him answer,” Naomi said.
Daniel was serious. For the first time since seeing him again, I saw something alien about his face. It was as if I was seeing all his long years compressed into a single moment.
“I know he abandoned them,” Daniel said. “I know he took out a part of her heart.”
Ellen blushed so much at his words she looked like a stop sign.
“But I am not him. And I can promise you that nothing from the vaults of heaven to the depths of hell, and everything in between, could make me leave Clare. I’ve felt what it’s like to be without her, and I couldn’t possibly live through it a second time,” he said.
Ellen and Naomi looked impressed. I tried to hide how much his words meant to me, but it was difficult. I was sure my face gave me away.
Naomi had liked his answer. “Where’d you find this one?” she asked me playfully.
“He found me,” I admitted.
Naomi took the sheet away from around my neck and folded it up. “He’s a bit cocky…thinks he got a handle on love we don’t…but he’ll do,” she said. “Oh! I forgot, I’ve gotta call the office!”
She rushed inside, her mind on her work.
“I’m sorry about that,” Ellen said. “Naomi has a habit of saying what she thinks…”
“She’s just looking out for Clare. It’s her right as her aunt,” Daniel said.
“You know I don’t think you’re like Clare’s father, though, right?” she asked.
Daniel nodded, and she put a hand on his arm.
“You’re a good man,” she added.
Daniel looked away from her warm eyes. He was uncomfortable with her words. He never thought of himself as ‘good’ or anything of the amazing things I knew him to be. It was true he wasn’t perfect but, then, none of us really were.
“I try,” he said.
Ellen patted his arm again. Then, in true Ellen fashion she said the one thing he needed to hear. “That’s all that matters.”
She smiled at us and followed Naomi into the house. Her thoughts were sad at the reminder of my father, but it was a different sense of sadness than the one I had grown accustomed to. She wasn’t missing him like she normally did; she was sad he couldn’t see how well-loved I was. She was sad he didn’t know Daniel. Her sadness resonated.
When she was gone, Daniel moved from his too-small chair and took her place next to me. He wrapped his strong hand around mine. We rocked on the swing for a moment.
“You sort of like me, don’t you?” I teased him finally.
“Nope,” he disagreed.
“Ellen is going to stay in L.A. She says she’s tired of running, and wants to stick around here for a while. She seems to think she won’t be in danger if I’m not around,” I said.
“She’s probably right,” he said.
“Thanks,” I said.
“It’s something all Watchers with families have to deal with,” Daniel said sadly, obviously thinking of his parents.
“That’s life?” I questioned sarcastically. I found the idea entirely unfair.
He shrugged. “Either you learn to never love, or you learn to accept that fact that the people you love are worth worrying about on a constant basis.”
“The never-loving thing sounds easier,” I said.
“It’s not,” he assured me.
“I know,” I said.
“Ellen’ll be fine,” he assured me. “I’ll get her and Sam some new names in the morning. That should help them hide.”
“You would do that?” I asked.
“Anything and more,” he replied.
“Admit I’m a better fighter,” I challenged him.
“Almost anything,” he corrected.
When the sun had started its slow descent below the horizon, Reaper joined us again. He and Spider had fixed the dishwasher, and had spent the extra time discussing mechanics and electronics, while Alex had shifted between Naomi, Ellen and Sam. Alex and Naomi became instant friends, something that didn’t surprise me in the slightest.
Reaper sat across from us, his silver eyes full of questions. “That kid is smart. He tries to pretend like he isn’t, to con me, but he has got some serious intelligence. He was talking about electronics so over my head, I felt like a human.”
“What a lovely way to phrase your bigotry,” I said primly.
“I didn’t mean it like that,” he said.
“When are your people going to meet us?” Daniel asked, saving Reaper from my retort.
“We’ve got about half an hour,” Reaper said.
“Are you ready?” Daniel asked me.
I nodded and followed them inside.
Inside the house, Ellen and Naomi were making a fuss over Spider. He accepted their mothering without his normal sarcasm, and his face had lost its hard edge. When he saw us, he knew in an instant it was time to go. Alex didn’t even need the look. She got up from the sofa when we came inside, her face expectant. The room went quiet for a moment as we all stared at each other; the words were too difficult to find. We didn’t know what would happen; the uncertainty made us afraid to speak.
Naomi broke the ice.
“Oh! A staring contest! First person to blink has to clean my house!” she said. She pointed at Ellen. “Ellen lost!”
“This is probably her mess anyway,” I said.
Naomi smiled in agreement and pulled me in close for a tight hug. “See you later,” she said.
She never said ‘goodbye,’ even when we didn’t know when we would get to see each other again. She was convinced ‘goodbyes’ were cursed.
“Yep,” I promised.
“Will I see you again?” Ellen asked timidly.
“Mom, we’re just checking out Reaper’s club...” I pointed out.
Reaper cringed at the word. “Organization,” he corrected.
“Gang,” I said. “We’ll let you know if we will be staying with them tomorrow. I’ll call, okay?”
“Okay,” she agreed.
Ellen gave me a quick hug, worried that if she made a big deal about me leaving, her fears of never seeing me again would come true. When the goodbyes were done, the five of us walked out into the dusk.
“I can see why you were so intent on finding them,” Reaper said to me as we walked to our meeting place.
“Me, too,” I agreed. “I owe you for helping me find them.”
He shrugged. “I’ve been needing a vacation anyways.”
“Some vacation…” I said.
“My last one ended up with that situation with thirty Watchers,” Reaper said with an arched eyebrow.
“Well, I suppose this would be an upgrade,” I said.
“Clare?” Spider said, interrupting us.
“What?”
“Would you be offended if I said your mom was better looking than you?”
“Yes,” I said eyeing him dangerously.
“Okay,” he said with a smirk. “Just wanted to make sure you still dug me.”
Daniel playfully pushed Spider for his words. Spider’s grin was irrepressible. Alex and I shared a look of amusement at seeing them interact. Neither of us missed how similar their grins were.
Sara and Shawn were already waiting for us.
“You’re early,” Reaper said when he saw them.
“We took a group a couple of blocks over,” Sara said. “We didn’t feel like making two trips.”
“We’re ready to go home now,” he said.
“Yes, take us to the rebel base,” I said.
Daniel shook his head in exasperation, while the others just stared at me in confusion.
“I am going to force you all to watch Star Wars, if it kills me,” I muttered.
Sara and Shawn held out their hands to us, their faces more confused than the others at my oddness; they hadn’t come to expect it from me yet. Spider was the last one to take a hand. It was obvious he preferred more conventional methods of traveling. I didn’t blame him, but at least he wasn’t bombarded with whispering voices urging him to stay in the dark…
When we reappeared, we were on the third floor of the school. People swarmed the corridor in front of us, heading out for their nightly mischief making.
Spider held his head, as Sara and Shawn joined the moving crowd. “I just can’t get used to that.”
“Let me show you around,” Reaper offered.
I realized as he spoke that his voice had changed. It was more precise, less friendly. His face was different as well; it was politely distant, though amiable. The man I had seen in the past two days was hidden under a layer of professionalism I found irritating. I knew he had a gang to run, but why the act? Who was around that would notice?
“Lead the way,” Daniel said. He had also noticed the change but was more prepared for it.
Alex frowned at Reaper’s back as she followed him down the hall. This shift in his behavior seemed to irritate her as much as it did me.
“This is the third floor,” Reaper said. “Our rooms are up here. This floor wraps all the way around and has more rooms than we could ever possibly need. If you decide to stay, you are welcome to whichever one you want.”
We walked the whole length of the floor then went down to the second floor. People walking back and forth from the common area greeted us with respectful nods toward Reaper and expressions of curiosity toward us.
“This is our entertainment floor. It’s also where we stockpile our riches from our nightly endeavors,” Reaper said.
“Riches?” Spider asked casually.
“Guarded at all times,” Reaper added.
Spider’s face fell. Reaper fought his grin, still in reserved mode.
“This is the common area,” Reaper said as we entered the open area full of sofas and tables.
The room was full of people. The energy they brought to the room was magnetic. People in dark clothes chatted with each other, flirted, and brought a sense of capable alertness to the room I would have never been able to express in words to the others.
At the same table I had first seen him at was King. He smiled when he saw me and waved; I saw Daniel frown out of the corner of my eye as I waved back. King nodded at Reaper in respect then went back to looking at the others around the table. The poker game had grown since the last one. River was next to King, the streaks in her hair blue now, matching her eyes, and the man she had introduced as Preacher was next to her. There were several others, but I didn’t know their names, and they only looked vaguely familiar.
Reaper approached the table. “Who’s winning?” he asked eyeing the large pile of money on the table.
“Who else?” River asked, thumbing over to King.
“I’m just that good, baby, what can I say?” King said.
“I fold,” another girl sitting on Preacher’s opposite side said.
She had warm, golden hair, and a sunny face. Her eyes were a deep coral. Something about her face was familiar, but I couldn’t place the feeling.
“This is Grace,” Reaper said, pointing at the blonde girl.
Grace gave a half wave.
He pointed to another man with sharp dark eyes and short brown hair. “That’s Quinn.”
Quinn acted as if he didn’t hear the introduction.
He pointed to the last person in the group around the table, a man with black, almost blue-black hair that was kept in dreadlocks. He had purple-blue eyes and sharp, pointed features.
“And this is Ghost.”
“You’ve been doing some recruiting?” the girl known as Grace asked.
She eyed Spider, noticing he was a human. Her face transformed into a frown, but she didn’t say anything.
“They’re thinking about hanging around for a little while,” Reaper said in a neutral voice.
Preacher threw a card down and picked up one from the deck. His eyes circled our strange group for a moment. “And what are they called?” he asked. “Or do they prefer not to have names?”
“Daniel, Alex, and Spider,” Reaper said pointing at each of them in turn. “You’ve already met Clare, right?”
“Briefly,” Preacher said.
“Are you the one Reaper fished out of the ocean?” Grace asked me.
“It depends on how many people he’s fished out of the ocean lately,” I said.
Something about my reply irritated her, her expression flickered with annoyance. Her look of annoyance made the feeling in my gut that I had seen her before grow. Reaper answered happily enough.
“You’re the only one,” Reaper said.
“Then, yes,” I said.
Grace nodded, her frown not disappearing. River threw her cards down and stood from the table. Her blue eyes were serious and laced with secrets she wasn’t willing to share with the others.
“Got a minute?” she asked Reaper.
Reaper nodded, eyeing us apologetically. “Back to work. Do you mind?”
Daniel shook his head. “Clare can show us around.”
“My home is your home,” Reaper said extravagantly.
He walked away with River at his side, headed toward the stairs.
“Missed my little workout buddy,” King said to me as he placed his cards on the table face up. The others in the group groaned as he collected the pot. “Are these the friends you were looking for?”
“Some of them, yeah,” I said.
“What’s with the squirt?” he asked eyeing Spider questioningly.
“Squirt?!” Spider was indignant. “I’m not the nickname women give your private parts, dude. Name is Spider. Learn it.”
Daniel was nervous, obviously aware that our crowd wasn’t the sort of people regular people went around making angry, but I knew King better than that. He started laughing, his neon eyes filling up with respect. Not many humans, who knew what a Watcher was, would dare be so bold.
“I’ll have you know that particular nickname is ‘Tiny,’” King said.
“Maybe you shouldn’t admit that to people,” Spider pointed out. “What are you guys playing?”
King’s eyes turned sly. “Five card draw. Want to sit in?”
“I’ve never played…is that okay?” Spider asked.
I hid my smile. Spider was about to con them like they had never been conned before. It wasn’t just from the way his green eyes were suddenly full of sharp knowledge. I knew Spider would never ask to sit in on something he didn’t know how to already do.
“Oh, sure,” King said. “I’ll even give you some money to start your bet with.”
“Thanks, man, that’s super cool of you,” Spider said.
“I’ll finish showing you around, if you like,” Preacher offered, adding his cards to the deck and handing the deck to Ghost.
The one Reaper had introduced as Quinn also got up as Preacher stood, but it wasn’t to lead us around. He shook his head in irritation and walked off, not bothering with an explanation. I watched him go, wondering what his problem was. It felt rather personal.
“Sure,” Alex agreed, also watching Quinn’s exit.
Preacher took us through the school, introducing us to so many people I lost track. Alex had a million questions. She asked him about the generals, learning more about the ten than I had in two weeks – the others we hadn’t met yet were named Elizabeth and Moira – and then she moved on the organization as a whole.
“How do you manage to keep doing what you’re doing and not have the others attack this school? It seems like you have a pretty fluid population, certainly this place is no secret,” Alex said.
“Most people think this is a safe house, that we are a peaceful operation offering safety only. Lorian, Darian, and Marcus think of us as a low ranking criminal organization that is too busy being wild to focus on the war. They think we have no interest in the war, beyond not being involved. Those we allow in to the Saints as members know to keep their mouths shut. Even then, a lot of them stay focused on the activities that keep us financially afloat. And honestly, we’re not much of a threat. The others like to think we’re saving the world, but it’s going to take more than what we have to accomplish what we want to accomplish. Reaper is an able leader, but our resources are limited. If Lorian, Darian or Marcus wanted to come down on us, they would win. Extracting King from Lorian’s was difficult enough…we couldn’t attack directly, only provide a diversion. We were lucky to get him out.”
“Then, why do you fight?” Alex asked. “If you know you can’t accomplish much, why bother?”
“Because I accomplish a little and because I have faith that God will support the righteous. The worst thing a good man can do is nothing, even when you know you’re outnumbered, outgunned, and out classed,” he said.
“All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing,” Daniel added from his place next to me.
“One of my favorite quotes,” Preacher approved. “There is another quote: ‘For your ways are in full view of the Lord, and he examines all your paths. The evil deeds of the wicked ensnare them; the cords of their sins hold them fast. For lack of discipline they will die, led astray by their own great folly.’ As long as we stay true to purity, we stay strong.”
“That’s beautiful,” Alex said.
“Good and evil, both, seem to have a sliding scale with our kind,” I said. “Good people doing evil things, evil people doing good things…how is that judged?”
I couldn’t help my skepticism. It was too difficult to imagine God doing anything beyond hating Watchers for the very fact of our existence.
“Not by me,” Preacher said.
Preacher showed off the rest of the building, answering Alex’s questions with patience beyond any I had seen, then left us to wander around and form our own impressions. Alex had already formed several. She started laying it out as we walked the exterior of the school.
“Preacher is aware that not everything they do is exactly morally right, but he also knows they mean what they are trying to do. I don’t think they’re trying to trick us into anything. They need help, sure, and Reaper wants more bodies, more minds, to join his cause, but they also want people who are committed. Without that commitment, they have a lot of people who could leave at any moment. They want strength.”
“They’re a dangerous group, though,” Daniel said as three people peeled out in a car from the barn we had stopped near. “Wild. Many of them are still very young and very eager to take out their feelings of fear and confusion on the world around them.”
“They grow up, though,” Alex said. “And become like Reaper’s ten.”
“Besides, the wild Watchers are part of the illusion, the way Reaper keeps the dangerous eyes away from his true mission,” I said.
“I doubt they are as invisible as they think,” Daniel said.
“Maybe not…Well, what do you think?” I asked him.
“To join or not to join, that is the question,” Alex said.
“What do you think?” Daniel asked back, not wanting the decision to be his alone.
“I want to fight,” I said.
“I’m with Clare,” Alex said.
“We stay,” Daniel said. “And hope…We should still be cautious, however. Trust will be a thing of time. Some secrets should remain secret…”
He looked at Alex purposefully, suggesting we shouldn’t tell anyone about her ability to change or about my ability to change her. Let the others wonder what I was and how Alex tied into our world.
“I agree,” Alex said assuring us she didn’t want her secret told.
I smiled. “It’s about time things started to go right.”
“Just give it time,” Alex said.
Daniel and I shared a sarcastic laugh of agreement. Together, we headed back to the school where our future was perched with a sense of hopeful expectancy.
There would be no turning back.
 




Chapter 10
 

Spider was collecting a huge pile of winnings when we found him again. His face was smug, while King’s was twisted in to a sheepish smirk.
“You let him play me, Clare,” King accused, as we approached the table.
“You let him play you,” I said. “Never underestimate your opponent.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” he said, shaking his head. He stood and rolled his shoulders with a dangerous eagerness for violence. “I’m out. Reaper is finally taking me off house duty.”
“Good luck,” I said.
“I’ve got somewhere to be as well,” Grace said.
“Me, too,” Ghost agreed.
The table slowly emptied as the others claimed places they needed to be. They all headed in the same direction, however – the stairs, toward the silver room. Spider started counting his money, carefully smoothing out the bills as he counted them.
“What’s the verdict?” Spider asked around his counting.
“We’re staying,” I said.
“Good. This place is great,” Spider said. “It’s a den of thieves that doesn’t know the king of thieves has just arrived.”
“Like I said, don’t underestimate your opponent,” I replied.
“Yeah, yeah,” he said, waving a hand in dismissal.
“They got any food around this place?” Alex asked, sitting down at the table. “I’m starving.”
“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I haven’t checked.”
Daniel eyed me curiously. Perhaps, he had noticed the fact that I hadn’t eaten anything since we had found each other again, or else he had waited for the perfect moment to ask.
“How long has that been going on?” he asked.
I shrugged, embarrassed. “I don’t think I’ve eaten since I was taken. I just haven’t felt the need, you know? No hunger, no weakness…just…”
“A feeling of being full all the time?” he asked.
“Yeah,” I agreed.
“Any other abilities?” he asked.
“Just the hearing thing.”
“It seems like all you’re missing is the strength and regeneration,” he said.
“That’s a pretty big ‘missing,’” I pointed out.
“Just give it time,” Daniel said.
I made a face and picked up the deck of cards. “How do you play this game anyway?” I asked.
Spider’s return grin was wicked.
Jackson and Margaret, along with the kids, arrived the following afternoon. Their arrival generated a lot of curiosity within the Saints. People came to their doors to watch the kids unpack their stuff and get settled in. Their faces were curious and confused. It was obvious no one truly understood why children were taking up rooms normally occupied by Watchers.
Reaper met us in the hall as we carried the kids’ bags to their rooms.
“My people don’t understand why I’ve taken the effort to bring a bunch of kids here,” he said loud enough for the others to hear as he approached.
“Tell them it’s because they are trained children assassins,” I said.
“Sounds plausible,” Reaper said dryly. He hesitated, not able to read my carefully neutral expression. “Are they trained children assassins?” he asked in a whisper.
I blinked at him without answering. “When can I start adding to the mayhem around here?” I asked.
“You are still not fully healed,” Reaper pointed at my shoulder.
“You had a talk with Daniel, didn’t you?” I asked suspiciously.
“We did talk after you went to bed last night, but I simply cannot remember what was said,” Reaper said.
“I won’t be locked away here,” I said. “I’ve spent too long in a cage.”
“It wouldn’t hurt to let your shoulder heal some more,” Reaper pointed out.
“It might,” I said.
He shrugged and didn’t commit to a definite answer.
“I’d consider finding some uses for the kids as well,” I said. “If you don’t, you’re going to have some very bored pickpockets with a penchant for trouble on your hands, and that won’t be good for anybody involved.”
“We have a need for such talented people…I’ll make sure they go out with some people I trust; people who can keep an eye on them,” he added.
“Thanks.”
“I think I would like to focus on Han and Beatrice,” Daniel said as he joined us, having finished unloading the kids’ stuff in their rooms.
“I already have people looking into it. It’s actually why I came up here. You say they are scientists, right?” Reaper asked.
“Yes,” Daniel agreed.
“Do you have any idea why Marcus would want them? What do they work on?” Reaper asked.
Daniel and I exchanged a look. While Reaper was an old friend, the truth was dangerous. Daniel settled for answering the second question, instead of the first.
“They’re interested in everything. Beatrice has made a name for herself in genetics and Han in engineering, but they can do it all. They’ve both invented more things than I can conveniently count,” Daniel said.
“And Daniel can count to a hundred, at least,” I added.
“I’ve heard reports of Marcus abducting other scientists,” Reaper mused. “But for what reason, I don’t know.”
“He’s been experimenting with Watcher blood to make weapons,” I said.
I had forgotten my conversation with the scientist I had helped escape in New Orleans, but it came rushing back in an instant. It was probably a truth I should have remembered earlier.
Reaper and Daniel stared at me in surprise. Daniel was particularly shocked.
“I talked to one of the scientists. He was a chemist. He told me that he thought they were building a super virus,” I said.
“To what end?” Reaper asked.
“He made mention of a virus that could fight antibiotics; one that could adapt and keep on killing until there was no one left to kill,” I said.
Reaper and Daniel were still staring at me. Some of the people in the hall also stared, understanding the seriousness of what I was saying. Watcher blood as a virus? Would the virus target Watchers or humans? I wasn’t eager for either scenario.
“The only defense, in that case, would be the person managing to fight it off,” Daniel said. “They would have to have a hell of an immune system.”
“Why would Marcus want a drug that deadly?” I asked. “It would put his people at risk, too…depending on what kind of virus it was.”
“Perhaps, he’s not scared of retribution any longer…or he is preparing to take out the nine,” Reaper said to Daniel.
“That would mean he’s preparing for a lot more,” Daniel replied.
“The nine?” I asked.
“They are a group of elders who sort of…police our actions, keep the general public from finding out about the war. They are a powerful group. It is through their efforts we don’t have a repeat of the flood,” Reaper said.
“The flood?”
“Ever hear of the arc Noah built? It wasn’t to punish humanity…Noah made a deal with God to wipe out the Watchers and save humanity, before the Watchers killed them all…there was a war that was getting messy. Not all of us were killed, though, and no mortal means can kill one of the fallen, so they kept procreating. God sometimes agrees to prayer without mentioning that his miracles don’t always stick,” Daniel said.
“Ohhhhh…right,” I said, trying hard to believe the ridiculousness of what he had just said. “So, Marcus might be thinking about taking out the nine?” I asked, focusing on the part of the story that made sense. Death and mayhem was easier than epic floods targeting Watchers.
“It would be suicide,” Daniel said. “Utter stupidity.”
“He has lots of people at his disposal,” I said. “A lot of people he can send on suicide missions. He wouldn’t even have to get out of bed.”
Reaper started shifting nervously; his eyes turned distant. It was obvious he was holding something back.
“What?” Daniel asked.
Reaper fixed his expression and said slowly. “What if he kidnapped your parents to make them devise this drug, without having to resort to a suicide mission?”
Daniel’s eyes were worried. “That makes a lot of sense,” Daniel said.
As I thought of the kidnapping, I realized something for the first time. I felt my stomach sink, wondering why I hadn’t thought of it before. I reached out and took Daniel’s hand, not even bothering to hide the fact that I was purposefully leaving Reaper out of the conversation. My panic went above the need to appear polite.
I gave your parents my blood…right before we left. They had samples for testing. They had my blood given willingly, Daniel! Willingly! Do you know what that means?
Daniel worked hard to control my panic. Yes. But I trust Han and Beatrice. They wouldn’t have given that blood up, not even if it meant their lives. They know its importance.
What if Marcus is making an army of Nightstalkers as we speak? I asked.
Then we will face that when the time comes, he replied. Let’s talk about this later.
Reaper was watching us, obviously aware we were having a discussion. During our talk, he had decided the conversation could wait until we had a more private place to talk. Clearing the air of the serious things, he stepped closer to Margaret and Jackson’s room.
“Do you need anything?” he asked Jackson.
Jackson had been in the process of stuffing a long, silver sword under his mattress – a sword I recognized in an instant. It was the one I had taken from Anna in New Orleans; the reason she had tracked me down and ultimately kidnapped me. Jackson turned at Reaper’s words.
“No, not unless you have some dirt bikes or ATVs. It’s been a while since I’ve had any fun,” Jackson said with his typical mocking smile.
“We have a few in the garage, you’re welcome to help yourself,” Reaper said.
“I might just do that,” Jackson replied.
Reaper hadn’t missed seeing the sword. “I would make sure you keep an eye on that. It’s very valuable…people here might get the wrong idea. We do tend to attract people who like to...borrow things.”
Jackson nodded, hiding the sword the rest of the way. I knew he would find another home for it soon.
“If you’ll excuse me, I have some things I need to see to. Daniel, come by my room later tonight, and we’ll finish catching up,” Reaper said.
“I will,” Daniel said.
Reaper nodded, and left us alone again.
“You kept it?” I asked avoiding looking at the place I knew the sword was hidden.
“I asked Jackson to hold on to it for me,” Daniel replied. “I thought it might be safer.”
“Safer?” I questioned, not understanding.
Everyone avoided looking at everyone else. Daniel’s face was guilty and uncomfortable. I stared at him, wondering what he was keeping from me. We had made a promise to each other to keep the lies out of our relationship. It was a promise I didn’t want him backing out on so soon.
“What happened while I was gone?” I asked him.
Daniel pulled me out of the room, so we could talk privately. We went to my room, where all my stuff was piled next to the bed. The book I had found in my house was stuffed under the bed, hidden, but I knew I would have to look at it soon. Having my things made the room feel more like it was mine.
Daniel carefully shut and locked the door, then made me sit on the bed. His serious expression freaked me out. It went beyond his normal seriousness. It was as if the demons he always fought were no longer as hidden as he would have liked.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
Daniel’s green eyes were full of dark emotion, but he kept them on me as he took my hands, wanting me to understand what he was saying.
“When I was in the nest, Damian made me take this drug. He gave it to us all. He said if we stopped taking it, it would kill us from the inside out. He made us watch as this happened to one of our own. It was obviously a lie – a trick designed to ensure loyalty. But what it does do is make the anger uncontrollable. It makes you go berserk… I went berserk for a while. It was all they could do to stop me killing people, when I was in that sewer. They had to knock me out. Then, I went through the withdrawal. I thought I was dying. I’ve never felt the darkness so strongly. I wanted to kill everyone. I wanted to revel in the blood and kill until I had killed everyone in the world…” His voice was laced with the power of the memory. It was hard for him to back down from the emotion. “…and coming down off the drug…oh, God. It was like coming down off the highest peak in the world and falling flat into the lowest valley. The darkness is still with me.”
His words felt so familiar, so alive. It was like I had been there…I had to know if I had really seen the truth.
“Show me,” I said.
He started to protest, his eyes lost in his fear and self-loathing.
“Daniel, I have to see it. I have to understand what you went through,” I interrupted him.
I urged him with my eyes to see how much it meant to me.
“I was going to ask you to show me what really happened in that pit, for the same reason,” he admitted slowly.
“Let’s trade. Pain for pain,” I suggested.
“There’s no coming back from it,” he said slowly. “Are you sure?”
I was certain. “Yes.”
I thought if I knew his pain, I could start to get handle on mine. I could start to face the demons because it was proof I wasn’t facing them alone. Daniel played with my fingers for a moment, trying to come to a decision about my decision. Finally, knowing he wanted the truth as much as I did, he linked our hands together.
“Don’t leave anything out,” he warned me.
“Dido,” I said.
The pressure of his thoughts swarmed mine. I shut my eyes at the familiar feeling. The pressure shifted, and, for the first time since our first kiss, I felt a vision I couldn’t back away from. It was as if something compelled me to stay and watch.
I saw him in the sewers of New Orleans again, my perspective different this time. He had just gotten the last of the prisoners out of the cell, when two men came around the corner. One was the man who had taken the sword from Anna; the other was one of Damian’s bodyguards. Behind them were Damian and Nguyen. When Daniel saw Damian, he rushed forward to attack.
A strong surge of power knocked Daniel to the ground as the man with the sword saw Daniel and reacted with his talent. Dazed, it took a moment for Daniel to find his senses again. But by then, it was too late. Damian stood over Daniel for a moment, promising him they would torture me, torture the others – gloating over his victory.
Between one obscene threat and the next, Daniel’s eyes switched to black. Daniel kicked Damian in the knee and jumped to his feet. His hands clenched, and his muscles rippled with the violence his body was containing. The two bodyguards rushed forward to protect Damian.
Daniel took the first bodyguard down with a quick snap of the man’s neck. Then, he fought the second. Daniel was cut on the arm as the second man, the one with the sword, tried to slash at him. Ignoring the pain and the blood, Daniel managed to take the sword from the man and stab him through the throat. There was no hesitation – no regret.
Full of vicious fury, his newly acquired sword in hand, Daniel turned his attention to Damian. Showing their true natures, Damian and Nguyen turned tail and ran. Daniel heard them call out to the guards in the hall, raising the alarm to his presence. The lights switched from white to red, and the hall filled with enemies. Daniel set his stance and gripped his sword, as an army of Seekers approached him from the direction Damian had fled.
The next few minutes were a blur of slash! hack! slash! rip! as Daniel took down everyone in his path. Mercy was beyond him – if someone attacked, he killed. He waded in a sea of blood and broken bodies.
An explosion destroyed the hall, and he felt it rock the sewers. He knew someone behind him had been thrown back in the blast, but, at the time, he hadn’t realized it was Spider. Then, I appeared again, Alex in tow. He heard my yell that Alex was a friend, and went back to the fight. When he heard my yell, it was only a dim spark in a mind consumed by hatred. He didn’t register what the words meant or that I was in danger.
He just kept killing.
The next thing he knew, Serenity was in front of him. Her eyes were worried as he glared at her. She said words to him, words he didn’t hear. He growled at her, daring her to come closer and enter his field of death. She took a step back and said something to somebody behind Daniel. The next thing Daniel knew was pain and darkness as he was knocked unconscious.
He woke up in a silver room without ornamentation. He rolled to his feet and immediately went to the door. It was locked. He pounded on the door, the darkness still in his eyes. If there was anyone on the other side of the door, they ignored him, leaving him to come down off the drug alone. What I witnessed next was the original pain I had seen once in a dream, only it was amplified now, because I felt every single moment of the searing, tearing, awful pain. It hurt every inch of his body. It was worse than the change he had faced on his seventeenth birthday.
Time that felt like an eternity passed as he faced the unending pain. But even as he faced the pain, something comforted him. He knew he wasn’t alone. He had felt me. It was the only thing that kept him sane and fighting for the future.
Finally, the pain ended. His body returned to normal. His first breath after the pain was the first breath in a new life. It was the first time he had felt normal since he had joined the Seeker’s nest. He was weak, but alive.
The door opened as he sat up, and Serenity looked down at him. She held out the sword he had claimed in the sewers, and told Daniel she had found Jackson and Margaret. Then, she had left, promising they would see each other again.
Waiting for him beyond the door was Alex. She was pale and dressed in clothes too big for her. Her face full of fear, she told him I had been taken.
His anger at hearing I had been abducted was startling. He threw things, cursing more than I had ever heard him curse, and I felt him feel the urge to use the sword again. He left before he did, carefully placing the sword on Serenity’s antique desk, before doing something he regretted. It was dusk when he let himself out of Serenity’s club, but he didn’t notice the sinking sun around his fury. When his anger had been spent in the darkness of the city, he had come back to the club, changed, closed-off, but determined to find me.
I saw his search for me, his reunion with Jackson and Margaret, and his quiet decline into darkness; every day I wasn’t found was a day he lost a little more hope. Once, I even saw him cry a silver tear, his emotion moving him into the darkest depths of pain.
When he wasn’t searching for me, he searched for Nightstalkers and Watchers doing harm, channeling his frustration there. The deaths were empty; they were nothing more than a distraction.
Jackson worked hard to reach out to his friend, to bring him laughter around the darkness, but it was useless. They fought, and Daniel almost used the sword on him. The only thing that kept him from following through on the act was Alex, who stumbled in on the pair and had begged Daniel to think about what he was doing. Seeing what he had become – disgusted he had come so close to killing his friend – Daniel forced Jackson to keep the sword, to promise not to let him have it.
A rift had formed in their friendship, though – one Daniel was afraid was permanent.
Afraid he would lose control again, Daniel shut himself away from the others. He spent hours in front of Marcus’ building, wondering if he was only a wall’s width away from me. His frustration went beyond words.
I saw it all, up until the moment we had been reunited. His emotions at realizing I was there and not a dream were overwhelmingly sweet. I bathed in the return of light to his body, aware of how close he had been to losing it.
I opened my eyes, when he dropped my hand. Tears were falling down my face. Daniel was in a similar state of emotional turmoil. He put his hands on either side of my face and looked at me for a long moment. He didn’t seem to know what to say.
I put my forehead against his.
“I dreamed some of your memories,” I told Daniel. “I saw it like I was there. When Master Limp came to beat me and the pain was too much, I always found you. You were the only light I had.”
“I started to think I saw you sometimes,” he admitted. “It’s why I thought you were an illusion when I first saw you.”
“Maybe you did see me,” I suggested.
“Could be.” he said. “The visions of you kept me alive.” He pulled away from me, so he could look me in the eyes again. He brushed a finger over my lips. “You are so beautiful.”
“So are you,” I said.
His boyish smile was the dawn of healing. It was the dawn of having someone who truly understood every second of my pain looking me in the eyes. The smile reached his eyes, making his whole face changed with the emotion.
“Flirt,” he teased.
“When you’re around,” I agreed, joining him in his smile.
He moved in closer and the smile changed into a more serious emotion; an emotion that left butterflies in my stomach and an arc of electricity spanning between us. The room, the air felt alive with his look. My heart started to beat harder with the movement.
Softly, and as if it were the first kiss we had ever shared, he pressed his lips to mine. As he did, he wrapped me tight in his arms. Our passion filling our senses, we got lost in the feel of each other’s lips, our breathing the only sense of time in a world where time felt frozen. It was a way of being kissed I hadn’t experienced in a very long time – it made my body feel alive, my senses aware of everything and nothing at the same time.
The feeling linking us changed as our intensity changed. A mutual understanding of desire created a new electrical spark between us; it was a spark of longing and belief that the longing had a cure.
He pulled away from my kiss at the change, uncertain if his desire was the same as mine. I smiled and pulled him back to me, working his shirt over his muscled chest. He was much more careful with my shirt, raising it slowly, purposefully, as if he thought this moment was the beginning of forever.
His hands were gentle on my body, like lace, as they avoided my gun shot and caressed my skin. He took a moment, celebrating my body with his touch, his eyes full of warm emotion. It was the warmest I had ever seen his cool, green eyes. Then, he kissed me again. His lips were certain and sure, his doubt having been replaced by overwhelming desire. My body caved in to every shift in his, trusting him more than I had ever trusted anybody in my entire life.
There was no sense of being apart, as our emotions connected us through our touch. We were one person. One being. The barriers that separated most people were down; we were aware of every want, every desire. It was a perfect time of perfect peace, a time where the only thing in the world was the present.
I never wanted it to end.
 




Chapter 11
 

I woke to darkness so complete I felt as if I were in a world where time, and light, had ceased to have meaning. Night had fallen on the school.
Our time together had left me exhausted, the feeling of being so close to him urging my body to drown in relaxed peace. I had succumbed to the dark peace eagerly. My dreams had been full of him. My room, however, was inexplicably not.
I sat up at the realization, wondering where he had gone. It was unlike him to leave me alone after such an important moment. Figuring an empty room would offer me no answers, I started to get dressed. A smile crept over my face as I dressed. I felt goofy and full of excited happiness, despite not knowing where Daniel was. A warm feeling of contended bliss and understanding of a world I had been missing settled in my stomach. The question of where Daniel had gone was not strong enough to push away the feeling.
The happiness was too hard to ignore.
Headed for the door, humming quietly around the smile on my lips, I paused when I heard Daniel’s laugh in the air. It was the loudest thing against my alert ears, and I was immediately drawn to the sound, like a moth to flame. I focused, searching for his location from the sound, and realized he was in Reaper’s room. Daniel must have followed through on his promise to talk with Reaper. I was about to walk out my room, to join them, when I heard Reaper say something around Daniel’s laughter. Daniel’s response had me eavesdropping – a habit I hated, but one I couldn’t resist under the circumstances.
“Whatever did happen to Isra?” Reaper asked around his laughter. “I lost track of him.”
There was a long pause in which something about Daniel’s expression gave his emotions away.
“What?” Reaper asked.
“I found him when I was searching for you,” Daniel said. “He converted from Islam to Catholicism and joined the church.”
“Isra converted?” Reaper asked with a laugh. “I find that difficult to believe.”
“A priest took him in, gave him shelter; gave him a new life. He was grateful, so grateful he decided a conversion wasn’t out of the question.”
“So, why are you upset?” Reaper asked. “That sounds like more than most of our friends on the streets got.”
Daniel paused; it was a pause I recognized too well. Something had happened that he felt guilty about.
“I found him in his church. I was young, foolish; I told him my secret, thinking I could trust an old friend. His reaction was the opposite of what I had thought it would be. He called me ‘demon’ ‘soulless’ ‘creature.’ Our friendship was as wind blowing through the desert. He went crazy with his accusations. I started to leave, upset, and angry his memory was so short... He attacked me as I tried to leave. I pushed him away. That’s all. A simple push. But it was too hard. I was still new to my strength. He flew back and cracked his skull on the wall. His death was immediate…”
Reaper sighed knowingly. “That’s unfortunate. I’ve run across a few I thought I could trust. It can be lonely being us, can’t it?”
“Yes,” Daniel admitted.
“You blame yourself?” Reaper asked.
“Of course,” Daniel said.
“You shouldn’t. Isra was a stupid, bigoted, religious nut,” Reaper said. “He always was. I’m not saying he deserved to die, but he did a lot of stupid things, things without thinking. He chose to attack, and you reacted. You are not to blame.”
“Words!” Daniel scoffed.
“Truth,” Reaper replied.
They were silent for a moment, both considering what Daniel had just said. I was doing my own thinking. I suddenly understood the tattoo on Daniel’s arm, the name written in Arabic, and knew ‘Isra’ had been his first kill. His first kill had been an accident, one he still carried around with him. I also knew there was no one better to tell Daniel it wasn’t his fault than the man who had known them both in their youth. Reaper would help Daniel let go of a past Daniel couldn’t change. And if there was anything I knew about Daniel, it was the fact that he needed to learn to let go. He carried too much of his guilt around with him, never letting it rest as he should.
I backed away from the door, as they started sharing stories about Isra. I went to the window to stare up at the stars, lost in what Daniel had said. The warmth of our time together filled me up with happiness, despite the gravity of his story. The stars glittering in the dark, the happiness circling my heart, I decided to do something I hadn’t done in a long time. It was something I would have never done two weeks ago.
I picked up the guitar Daniel had bought me and tuned it. I strummed it once, to make sure it sounded the way I wanted, loving its rich sound after going so long without it. Then, I started playing, softly, so I wouldn’t disturb anyone. My smile of excitement and happiness changed into a more peaceful smile as my fingers introduced themselves to the strings again after so long apart. It was my own version of letting go – of finding a way to unburden the sins I carried in my chest. Despite my attempt to be quiet, my playing did not go unnoticed.
A soft knock sounded from the door. Alex appeared in my door, her face obscured by the darkness in my room. The only hint of light was in her blonde hair.
“Daniel said you were asleep.”
“I was,” I said.
She moved through the door and sat next to me on the bed.
“Reaper is going to let me help with some organizational things. I wanted to go out like the others, but he said the Saints wouldn’t trust me until I proved myself...and I told him I wouldn’t steal from other people, even if those people are bad.”
“At least you have a job,” I said over my playing. “It’s better than nothing.”
“I know...I’m not complaining. It’s exciting what we’re doing. I don’t think I’ve been this excited in a long time,” she said.
“It doesn’t hurt there are a lot of cute boys hanging around either, does it?” I teased her.
“Oh, goodness, no.” I felt her eyes rake my face in the darkness. “Why do you keep grinning like an idiot?”
My embarrassed, though truthful, reply was cut short. A car horn sounded from the front of the school, loud against the more muted sounds of the night. I set the guitar down, and Alex and I went to the window to investigate the source of the noise. The horn sounded again and a woman stepped out from behind the wheel. Her brown hair and voice were familiar. She had been at the original poker game I had witnessed during my first day at the school, though I didn’t know her name.
“River!” the woman yelled. “I need you!”
People started running out the front doors to join her at the front of the school. I turned away from the window and hurried to join them, pulling Alex after me. Reaper and Daniel met us in the hall, their eyes concerned. With them in front, we ran to the first floor. People jumped out of the way at Reaper’s approach, his fierce look enough of a battering ram to clear the hall.
“What’s going on?” Reaper asked when we reached the car.
“We were ambushed!” the woman said.
She opened the door to the backseat, and I saw two people, a man and woman, covered in silver blood; their own blood. The man held his wounds, while the woman appeared to have passed out from her injuries. As I watched, the man shut his eyes and stopped moving. It was startling – I had never seen two Watchers bleed that much without dying. I had never seen the veil between life and death so closed-in for their kind….it was more human than I was expecting.
“Where’s River?” Reaper asked, moving to look at their wounds.
“Here! I’m here,” she said fighting her way through the growing crowd.
She leaned over the backseat and started working on the pair, her hands moving to check wounds and survey the extent of the damage. Daniel went to the other side of the car, his face full of purpose. He looked more certain than River as he looked at the girl’s wounds, which wasn’t a good thing for the girl. His eyes reflected his worry; worry based in knowledge. River looked at him looking at the girl, her face reflecting her curiosity. She was obviously wondering what he was doing stepping in on her unofficial role within the Saints.
Daniel didn’t notice. He was too focused on the task at hand.
“Do you have medical training?” Daniel asked River from his side of the car.
“Just what I’ve read,” she admitted.
“Alright then, this is what we need to do…”
He listed what they needed, his certainty bringing some order to the chaos. River ran off the get supplies, while Daniel picked up the girl and Reaper picked up the guy. They carried the pair inside as quickly as they could. Daniel went in to the first room off the entranceway and placed the girl on an abandoned desk. Reaper put the guy on a desk next to her. The crowd followed them, to be near their friends, but Daniel wasn’t eager for the distraction of an audience.
Without looking away from the girl’s wounds he said, “Reaper?”
It was enough of a clue to what he wanted.
“Everyone out,” Reaper said. “Go on, he needs his space to work. We’ll keep you updated.”
Everyone left, except for the woman who had driven the car. Her eyes were mad as she paced far enough away from the tables to not bother Daniel. She was the most normal looking Watcher I had seen. She was modern, sophisticated, but simple. Her grace was not as obvious. I sensed it was on purpose.
“Someone told them we would be there, Reaper. There’s no other way they could have known,” she said, biting her nail as she paced.
“We’ll talk about it later, Elizabeth, I promise,” Reaper said. “Right now it’s important you get rid of that car. Can you do that?”
She was reluctant but didn’t argue with his question. “Yeah. I’ll take care of it.”
She moved back out into the hall, where the onlookers were gathered as close to the door as they dared. River passed her on her way in, compassion in her eyes. The woman, Elizabeth, didn’t seem to register the compassion; she was too lost in her anger.
River’s arms were full of bandages and medical tools; some looked old and well-used but I knew their condition wouldn’t matter to Daniel.
“Clare, come here,” Daniel commanded as River joined him. “Put your hands here and hold this. I need to look at the other one.”
He forced me to press my hands against a gaping gunshot wound. I did as he asked, his command making me move before thinking. Silver blood drenched my hands in seconds as I pressed them against her skin. I cringed away from the blood but kept my hands in place. I knew a life depended on it. I had never felt so immediately and intimately responsible for a life.
“River, help me with this,” Daniel commanded.
Daniel cut away the man’s shirt to get a better look at his wounds. As he worked, he made River clean the tools she had brought down with whiskey stolen from an unwitting Watcher’s room. His green eyes were full of knowledge as he surveyed the man’s gunshots, categorizing things I couldn’t begin to understand. When River was done sanitizing the tools, Daniel picked a scalpel up and cut in to the man without hesitation.
“Where’d you learn all this?” River asked as he cut. His steady hand and expression gave away his experience.
“Harvard,” he replied.
“He lost a bet and had to go to medical school,” I added, trying to keep my eyes focused on them, instead of the blood pooling around my hands. At least they were doing something proactive. All I could do was waste time as the woman slowly died in my hands.
“You are full of surprises, old friend,” Reaper as he took up Elizabeth’s pacing.
I sensed him dwelling on Elizabeth’s words around his worry for his fighters. Even in a moment of worry he was forced to think of politics, of possible betrayal and what it meant for him and his group. It was his business; a business I did not envy.
“Can I help?” Alex asked as she leaned against the wall to avoid his pacing.
Daniel pulled a bullet from the man’s chest and put it on to a silver tray. He handed the scalpel to River.
“I’ve got the more serious bullet out. Come here and stem the bleeding, while River gets the second bullet out. I need to look at the girl again,” he told Alex.
He took Alex’s hands and showed her where to place them. Alex looked sick at the sight of the blood, but her hands were steady as she pressed against the man’s chest.
Daniel ghosted to my side, as if he had suddenly sprouted wings, his purposeful grace carrying him across the space silently.
“I need to open her up, to get the bullet and make sure there’s no internal bleeding. Hand me what I need when I ask for it, okay?” he asked.
“Okay,” I agreed.
He went to work, cutting her shirt away and digging out the bullets in her chest. I kept my hands pressed against the wounds he wasn’t working on. What if I let go and she suffered for it? What if I messed it up somehow? Daniel was calm, though, focused in a way I had never seen him before. His hands were confident, his eyes reflecting years of applied practice. Every movement meant something. It gave me confidence.
Even his steady calm and practiced skill was not enough to save the girl.
I watched helplessly as her life slowly drained from her body with every passing second. I saw the subtle shift of emotions in Daniel’s face as he did everything he could to retrieve the multiple bullets in her body and stop the internal bleeding. Hope finally disappeared from his eyes.
She stopped breathing, the pain leaving her face as she took her last breath.
“That’s it,” he said quietly closing her eyes.
“But…” I started to protest.
“She’s gone,” he said.
I backed away from the girl, feeling stunned. Daniel didn’t have time to feel stunned. He moved over to the man, taking over for River, who had managed to get one bullet out of the man and was working on another. Alex backed away as he approached, the blood on her hands a gruesome tribute to the violence of the attack. Reaper stopped pacing and approached the girl.
“I’m sorry,” Reaper said to her, taking her hand gently.
When he took her hand I saw that the girl had painted her nails an ice blue. It was a color I had at the house; a color I loved. For some reason, it made me feel connected to her. Alex approached the girl as well, her eyes sad at the death. She stepped beside Reaper and put her hand on the girl’s arm. Reaper dropped the girl’s hand, when he felt Alex next to him, and backed away. His eyes full of sorrow – and darker, purposeful thoughts of what the attack meant – he left the room to tell his people the news.
It was clear that Reaper’s world was a lot more dangerous than I had thought. I had known danger lurked everywhere, but this was the first death I had witnessed, without it being the heat of battle. Even this haven was not immune to the brutal nature of our existence.
“What do you think that girl meant that it was an ambush?” Alex asked me after a moment.
“Exactly what it sounds like,” I said, not taking my eyes off the girl.
“You think someone-”
“Don’t talk about this here,” River said abruptly, cutting Alex’s words short.
Alex nodded, and we watched as they pulled another bullet out of the man.
“That’s the last one. He got lucky, nothing hit his heart. The silver will make his healing slower, but I think he’ll be okay,” Daniel said.
River’s relief was tainted by her sadness at losing the girl. Daniel glanced at the dead girl then looked at River again.
“I’ve got this, if you want to let Reaper know this man is going to live,” he told her gently.
She nodded and started toward the door, wiping her hands on a white rag as she went. Daniel brought the man’s skin together and placed a row of sticky strips across the wound, sealing it, so it could heal itself. When he was done, he sat on a chair as far away from the girl as he could get.
“It’s been a long time since I’ve had to operate like that,” Daniel admitted. “Not since I worked days in an ER in Chicago.”
“When was that?” I asked.
“The eighties. I got bored sitting around all day. It helped me keep an eye out for unusual happenings in the city…then I’d go take care of those things at night.” He looked down at his slender, blood-soaked hands. “I’d forgotten how it felt.”
“Good or bad?” I asked him.
He looked up and dropped his hands. “Both.” He pointed at the man. “He needs to be moved. Do you mind getting someone to help me, Alex? He shouldn’t be jostled too much.”
“Sure,” she agreed, heading for the door.
When she came back, she had Preacher with her. Preacher went to the girl on the table first, and bent his head for a moment; his lips moved over a silent prayer. When he was done, he turned to help Daniel move the man. They picked his up and left in silence. Alex followed after them. I stayed with the girl. I didn’t want to leave her alone; it felt too sad. She deserved company after everything she had been through. Elizabeth found me sitting there moments later. She cursed when she saw the girl, and her eyes filled with dark fire.
“This is wrong!” she fumed, taking up her pacing again.
“Yes,” I agreed.
“I don’t care if we all know this is the risk we take. She had just turned seventeen. She was so young!”
“Yeah,” I agreed.
Elizabeth continued on, all but ignoring me. “If I had been more careful, made them wait downstairs, while I checked out the area…”
“You’d be here instead of her. Wouldn’t change the fact that the Saints have a problem to deal with,” I said. “Or that you have the power to fix it.”
Elizabeth looked at me, her hands on her hips. She had stopped pacing to stare at me. “You’re right…Who are you?”
“Clare.”
“You just join?” she asked.
“I guess,” I said.
“Does Reaper have you stealing cars and causing mischief?” she asked lightly.
She seemed ready to write me off as inexperienced and young.
“No. Not until I get better,” I said.
“Better?”
“I was shot…in the shoulder,” I admitted.
I touched the shoulder in question. She looked at my shoulder then focused on my face. She remembered me around her anger.
“Oh…you’re the one everyone has been talking about. The girl King is friendly with.”
“That’s how people are describing me?” I asked.
“He’s got a reputation here…you don’t yet,” she said with a shrug.
“I’m not sure if that’s good or bad,” I said.
Elizabeth was done with chatting. “I’ve got to report to Reaper,” she said.
“Okay.”
She looked at the girl one last time. “Bye.”
I wasn’t sure which one of us she was saying ‘goodbye’ to.
Daniel found me in the same spot a couple of minutes later. He had cleaned his hands off, though there was still blood on his shirt. He avoided looking at the girl.
“Reaper is having a meeting downstairs. He wants you there.”
“Oh…okay…” I said reluctantly.
He helped me stand and led me out of the room. From our touch, I knew my sadness was shared.
The rug covering the hole in the floor was already pushed back when we got there. I followed Daniel down the hole, to the silver room. Most of Reaper’s ‘generals’ were waiting. The room wasn’t large enough for all the people that were there, but we managed to squeeze in. Alex was squished in the far corner between Preacher and River, doing her best to look comfortable. Margaret and Jackson were near the door. Margaret touched Daniel on the arm, communicating with him silently. She lowered her hand as Reaper shut the door behind us.
“Tell them,” Reaper ordered Elizabeth.
Elizabeth repeated the same thing she had told me, her words passionate with the possibility of a spy in the organization. Reaper let her talk, motionless as her words flowed around the room. I thought he was just being polite, but then I noticed that he was watching the room; watching for reactions. Daniel’s eyes also scanned the crowd. I didn’t know what they thought they would find. Everyone’s expression was stoic as they listened. They were all good at hiding their thoughts.
When Elizabeth finished talking, the others started. Preacher overrode the others. He had words of caution.
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Preacher said. “One mission gone wrong doesn’t mean there’s a spy.”
“No one knew I was there!” Elizabeth said.
“That reinforces Preacher’s point,” River said. “If no one here knew, how could they have told anyone?”
“Someone found out!” Elizabeth was adamant.
“Maybe one of your people talked,” Jackson suggested. “The other two with you…They might have said something to the wrong person.”
Elizabeth glared at Jackson, but I knew it was only because the death of the girl was still fresh in her mind. “Don’t talk about things you don’t know about,” she said.
“I’m with Liz,” Grace said. “We should look into the possibility. To be safe, at least.”
“We will be cautious,” Reaper said. “In the meantime, I do not want the others to panic. Suspicion between us makes us weak. Preacher, I think we need to have the girl’s funeral soon. Sara, Shawn, gather those who aren’t on important missions and bring them back. Let’s honor our friend.”
“Right,” Sara agreed.
She disappeared. A second later, Shawn did as well.
“We will meet in the morning to discuss our options,” Reaper said dismissing the group.
I started to leave, but Daniel stopped me. He and Reaper had exchanged a meaningful glance I hadn’t noticed. After everyone was gone, with many curious looks from Reaper’s people as to why Daniel and I were even there to begin with, Reaper shut the door again.
“I can’t neglect Elizabeth’s concerns,” Reaper said. “I can’t afford to. We’ve managed to keep our real purpose buried from the others, but it’s possible we have been discovered and a spy placed here. But I also can’t look like I am accusing my people of anything. I wasn’t lying when I said suspicion makes us weak.”
“What are you suggesting?” Daniel asked.
“I was hoping you would keep your eyes open,” Reaper said.
“And here I thought this place was going to be peaceful,” I said dryly.
“I understand…” Reaper said, taking my words as a refusal.
“Clare’s just being a smart ass,” Daniel said. “We’ll keep our eyes open.”
Reaper nodded. “That’s all I ask…I wanted to talk about your parents before you left.”
“Did you find something out?” Daniel asked eagerly.
“No, I had a thought, though,” Reaper said.
“Yay,” I said dryly.
“I have a guy who might know something. He’s a creep and a bottom-feeder, but if you’re looking for information, he’s your man,” Reaper said.
“Sounds like a great place to get information,” I said.
“It’s not the best, but he will know where Marcus has taken two elite scientists. Trust me,” Reaper said.
“How will he know?” I asked.
“He’s a supplier. Deals weapons, information, whatever you need. He knows everyone in our world,” Reaper said.
“Not Sevier?” Daniel asked.
“You know him?” Reaper asked.
“Yeah, I know him…He probably wouldn’t be happy to talk with me. We had a slight…disagreement, and I may or may not have stuck a knife into his side at one point,” Daniel replied. His boyish smile was tainted with a hint of naughtiness.
“I’ll go,” Reaper said.
“Can I come, too?” I asked.
Reaper eyed me carefully then turned his eyes to Daniel for an answer. Daniel was thoughtful. His eyes weren’t happy, but he was thinking beyond his own emotions on the subject.
“Actually, you should probably take Clare and Alex. Sevier likes certain types of girls.”
“Types?” I asked. “Like AB negative?”
“Humans,” Reaper said. “Young ones.”
“Oh…” I said.
“Jackson goes,” Daniel said. “Margaret, too. And I wait in the car in case of emergency.”
“Alright,” Reaper said.
Reaper went to the door and opened it. Alex was waiting just outside, her face expectant. Reaper took a step back when he saw her, something about her expression throwing him off guard. She raised an eyebrow, annoyed she had been left out. I stepped around Reaper and grabbed her arm, to make her walk with me.
“I’ll fill you in,” I told her.
Daniel and Reaper followed us much slower, talking in low tones. As we walked, I shared Reaper’s words with Alex. She listened carefully to my thoughts, but didn’t have much to say. I knew she would keep her eyes open as well.
The halls had filled with people during our talk with Reaper. There was a buzz of quiet conversation, conversation that questioned what had happened and how it had happened. They were conversations that mirrored my thoughts – only I was weighted down by the blood that drenched my shirt. The memory of the girl. We passed a large group on the ground floor and went upstairs. The kids were waiting for us.
“What’s all the fuss?” Ethan asked.
“A girl died during a mission,” Alex said.
“Oh…” Ethan said.
“That’s awful,” Cora added.
“Did Reaper talk to you guys yet?” I asked the kids, putting my arm around Twitch’s shoulders.
“Yeah. He said he wants us to start going out and stealing tomorrow,” Spider said.
“Great…” I said feeling even more worried than normal. The risks felt like they were higher now. “Just be careful.”
“Always,” Spider said with a grin.
“Who’s hungry?” Alex asked the group.
All of the kids raised their hands as one.
Alex put her arm around Sprint’s waist, herding them downstairs to the kitchen, to fix them food. It was obvious she wanted a distraction from the darkness we had just witnessed. Daniel pulled me into our room and shut the door again. He paused for a moment, his hand on the door. Then he turned to me, his green eyes flashing in the dark.
“I’m sorry I wasn’t here when you woke up,” he said quietly. “I didn’t think you’d be up for a while.”
“It’s fine,” I said.
“No, it’s not…it will never happen again,” he promised.
I smiled and tucked my hands into my pockets, to keep them from where they wanted to be. Why was it so hard to keep my hands to myself? The tension of my attraction had only increased with the awareness of how sweet being with him could be.
“If you say so,” I said.
He eyed the guitar I had left on the bed. He picked it up, sat on the bed, and started playing. His fingers were a lot more certain over the strings than mine had been, as he played a classical piece beyond my ability. I sat opposite from him in comfortable silence and listened to his playing in wonder. It was the first time he had ever played for me.
“They’re going to have the girl’s funeral in ten minutes,” Daniel finally said.
“That’s quick,” I said.
“The possibility she might come back sort of necessitates a fast send off,” he replied.
“Oh, right,” I said, having forgot about our propensity to ‘go zombie,’ if our bodies weren’t taken care of properly.
His fingers hesitated on the strings. “Reaper asked me to go out with him tonight.”
“Did you tell him you were already dating someone?” I asked.
“On a mission,” he clarified starting to play the guitar again. “He asked me while you were sleeping.”
“What are you going to be doing?” I asked.
He stopped playing again and touched my hand.
Reaper got some intelligence of a…shipment of Watchers headed for Darian’s. We’re going to look into it.
Define ‘look into.’
See what we see, he said vaguely.
And if you see what you think you’re going to see?
He removed his hand from mine with a meaningful look. I didn’t need the words to know there would be a fight.
“Jackson’s coming with me,” he promised. “But I won’t go if you don’t want me to.”
I sighed, and stopped him from playing with a hand on the strings.
“We’re here for a reason. I know that we’re both…wary,” It was a better word than ‘terrified,’ “of losing each other again, but we also can’t bury our heads in the sand hoping the tide won’t come in. If you feel it’s important to go…you should go. That’s all there is to it.”
“If you say so,” Daniel said with small smile.
“Have you and Jackson patched things up?” I asked after a minute.
“Patched things up?” he asked, thoughtfully tapping on the guitar with his finger.
“I saw that you two had a fight,” I said.
“It’s not the first time we’ve fought,” Daniel said. “He knows I didn’t mean it.”
“Does he?” I asked.
Daniel set the guitar down and stood, pulling me up after him. “Fair enough. I’ll talk to him, if you talk to Alex.”
“What about?” I asked, wondering if I had somehow made her mad.
“Eli,” he said. “The funeral is about to start.”
I sighed and walked out of the room with him at my side.
Everyone was already there when we arrived at the room. The halls were filled with more people than I had seen inside at one time. It was another clue to the extraordinary number of people Reaper had under his command. As we joined the group, which was quiet in their mourning, a low voice started to sing. The crowd shifted and parted as the body of the girl, now wrapped in a white sheet, was brought out of the room on the arms of Ghost, King, Grace and Elizabeth. Preacher walked behind them, his voice lifted in song.
“…Swing low sweet chariot, coming forth to carry me home…”
They walked down the hall and out of the back doors of the school. The crowd followed. I watched as the girl’s body was carried to the back of the building, where a large stack of wood had been formed into a pyre. They carefully lowered the body to the wood, as Preacher continued his song. Others started singing, joining Preacher’s dirge, the sound rich and melodic. The night air was a chorus of sorrow.
Elizabeth stepped forward as the song drew to a close and took out a silver lighter from her pocket. She touched the lighter to the wood. A flame crawled up the wood, slowly engulfing the girl’s body. The group watched in silence as the body was consumed by the fire. Then, in pairs and in groups, people left.
Elizabeth stayed to watch the girl burn, her face angry and sad. It was obvious she wasn’t going to let go of her guilt anytime soon; not until she found the person responsible. From the expression on her face, I pitied the person who had pulled the trigger. There would be no mercy when she found them.
As I turned away from the burning body, to follow the others inside, I noticed a movement from a room on the second floor. It caught my eye, and I looked up. A woman with blazing red hair stared down at the fire. Her vivid, red hair was nothing compared to the red of her eyes. They were the color of a Nightstalker’s only more intense, more crimson. Her eyes were the eyes of a killer consumed by purpose…yet her face was soft and full of mourning as she looked down. She turned away when she noticed me looking and disappeared from sight.
Daniel had noticed the woman as well. He shrugged at me when our eyes met, not understanding either why the woman would mourn a member of the group from such a distance, and held his hand out for me to take. I took it, feeling comforted by the feel of his skin on mine.
Behind me, the body burned. A sad trail of smoke reached up to touch the heavens for a girl I had never known, but one I would always remember. She would become a symbol of the day that I realized no haven, even those that were heavily fortified, was truly safe from the storm.
The war, and its consequences, was everywhere. There was no escape – only a growing purpose to end the suffering.
 




Chapter 12
 

The common area was full of people when Daniel and I got there. People had bottles in their hands and were going around the room making toasts before they drank. Reaper was making one as we entered.
“K.J’s sacrifice and bravery will be remembered. Her name will be traced into our memories forever, for the hero she was. For K.J!”
It was simple, but poignant, the mark of a good speech.
“K.J.!” the others intoned sadly, raising their drinks in a salute. As one, they drank from their cups.
The memorial lasted an hour, and included lots of drinking, loud music and sad conversations remembering the one they called ‘K.J.’
After the memorial, people left again, necessity forcing them back to the jobs they had to do in the name of the Saints. When the room had half cleared, and only those without serious jobs were left, Reaper came over to where Daniel, Alex and I had claimed a couch. I saw Spider in the corner talking with some shady-looking characters and the kids hanging out at a table close by. Margaret had left on a mystery mission I wasn’t curious enough to ask about, around my sadness.
“Are you ready?” Reaper asked Daniel.
“Yeah. I’ll be back soon,” Daniel promised me.
“Don’t say that,” I said with a pained expression. “It’s bad luck.”
“What should I say?” he asked.
“Something else that couldn’t potentially be ironic,” I said.
“You make life complicated,” Daniel told me.
“Yep,” I agreed.
He kissed me on my neck and whispered in my ear, “Be safe,” before he stood and walked off with Reaper.
Jackson materialized from the crowd and joined them silently, his bulk moving people out of his way. I watched Daniel walk out of the room with a scowl I couldn’t resist. Though what he was doing was important, I knew that I wouldn’t be able to tolerate watching him leave again. It felt like a knife to the chest. It made me feel as helpless as when I was holding K.J.’s chest together, without the knowledge of how to put her back together again.
I made a decision as I watched him walk away. Despite my injury, I would go with Daniel on his next mission. Watching him walk into danger was too difficult…especially now that I was fully aware of results should something go wrong. There was no reason the both of us couldn’t contribute.
“This group is an interesting little study in psychology,” Alex said lightly from the other end of the sofa. I could tell she sensed my agitation and was only talking to stop me from following Daniel.
“How do you mean?” I asked.
“They’re used to violence, they’ve been raised in it, and yet they can’t seem to come to accept the fact that their group isn’t always successful. They think of themselves as indestructible, but they know they aren’t. It’s a curious lie.”
“Perhaps, it’s a lie they tell themselves, so they can keep on doing what they need to do,” I suggested.
“That’s one reason,” she agreed.
My eyes strayed back to the kids. They were the brightest lights in the room and helped me maintain my seat. Twitch, Cora and Ethan were laughing at Sprint, who was showing off for the group by telling jokes and stories. Cora and Ethan kept blushing when they caught each other’s eyes, the mutual crush they shared only having grown during the months I had been away; they only lacked the words to express the feelings they shared. I knew they would get around to it eventually. Then, my attention moved to Spider, who was still chatting with the shady-looking Watchers in the corner. They were talking about moving some stolen merchandise and the kinds of fees Spider expected for his help. Watching him was like watching a tiger shark move among baby sharks searching for a meal. Though Spider’s friends were Watchers, they didn’t have his keen intelligence and sharp intuitive sense.
As I sat watching them, trying to sort out right and wrong, one of the men I had been introduced to by Reaper, one of his ‘generals’ approached the table and bent down between Twitch and Cora. I searched for his name in my memory bank, instantly tense. He was a stranger and the expression on his face was far from kind. The name came to me: he was the one Reaper had called Quinn. He was the one who had abandoned the poker game, after Spider had joined it. Behind him were two very large men, who carried themselves like bodyguards. Quinn started talking in a low, angry hiss. Over the chattering voices and music playing, I heard his words.
“This common area is for Watchers only,” he said.
The laughter died from the kids’ faces in an instant. I heard their thoughts switch from comfortable to defensive. They had faced many bullies during their time on the streets, and all of the kids were thinking about likely outcomes of the confrontation in front of them. Cora and Twitch were visibly frightened; their proximity to Quinn didn’t help their fear. Quinn’s smug expression at seeing their reactions, and the laughs from his flunkies, had anger burning through my body.
“Where’s it say that?” Sprint asked, indignant at his words.
“We’ll go,” Ethan said, aware that this breed of bully was a lot more dangerous than the kind they were used to.
I was already out of my seat. I moved through the tables and couches as quickly as I could. Alex followed on my heels, not hearing what I had heard but aware of the tension in the air. I reached the table just as Ethan was standing. I put a hand on Ethan’s shoulder, to make him keep his seat. There was no way I was going to let Quinn bully them into leaving. We had been invited. We had as much right to be in the common area as Quinn did. Ethan’s eyes widened when he saw my expression.
“There a problem here?” I asked Quinn, staring into his dark, brown eyes with unflinching resolve.
Quinn refocused on me. “I don’t like insects crawling around my home,” he said. “My experience is that bugs in the house make for messy living.”
“And what school of stupid did you graduate from exactly?” I asked.
“Clare…” Alex warned glancing around the suddenly quiet room.
The other Watchers had broken off from their conversations to listen in. I sensed them hoping for a fight. They assumed Quinn would win.
“They haven’t earned the right to be here,” Quinn said. “They’re weak. Useless.”
“You haven’t given them time to earn the right,” I pointed out.
“Humans have no rights, by default,” he said.
“Your bigotry has been noted,” I said. “Though, I doubt half the people here are as capable as they are...and you, well, barely half.”
“Capable!” he scoffed. “At what? Wasting oxygen?”
He hadn’t noticed what I had noticed. Ethan, Sprint and Spider, who had abandoned the shady characters in the corner to join us, all held up things from Quinn’s pockets: a watch with an orange face, a wallet, a black lighter with a snake eating its own tail. Things that looked important to him. The other Watchers in the room laughed, none of them having noticed the kids’ quick hands in the midst of the drama. The laughter embarrassed Quinn. He grabbed his belongings back, his eyes switching into a more scary darkness; it was the darkness of anger.
“Humans don’t belong here. They endanger us all,” he said in a cold voice.
“Reaper doesn’t seem to think so,” I said.
“Reaper doesn’t know everything,” Quinn replied.
“He knows enough,” Alex said.
Quinn’s eyes turned sly. “His word won’t always be the strongest word here,” he said.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.
Quinn shrugged and didn’t answer my question. “When certain other voices are stronger, these flies…these humans, will no longer have a place in the Saints. You would do well to remember that.”
“You realize one of your parents had to have been a human, right?” I asked.
“More like a donkey,” Spider muttered.
Quinn ignored Spider’s insult. “I am stronger. I am better. My birthright has made me rise above, with the change I saw on the birthday that made me a man. I am nothing like the human who abandoned me.”
“That is becoming clearer by the second,” I said.
Alex snickered. The darkness in Quinn’s eyes changed as he lost some of the control he had been managing. His body tensed and he prepared himself to succumb to his anger. I tensed as well, prepared for the fight he was looking for. Before either of us could move, a new voice interrupted the conversation. It was quiet and precise, the sort of voice not easily argued with.
“What is the problem here?”
I turned and saw the woman from the window, the one with red hair and red eyes, staring at us. She was barefoot and wearing a long black dress, which went to her ankles. Her eyes bored into Quinn’s in a way that would have made anyone uncomfortable. The anger in Quinn’s face drained like a cup being turned over, and he blanched. He maintained his bravado for the others in the room, despite his obvious fear.
“These humans are a danger to our home. Anyone can read their thoughts and find out where we are, what we do. They put everything we do at risk.”
“That is not your decision to make. If you wish to counter this decision, I recommend you discuss it with Reaper, instead of in a public forum, which does nothing beyond make you look foolish.”
“Moira…I…” Quinn started to protest.
Moira waved a hand, cutting his protest short. “Do you not have something better to do? There are people out there in need, after all…humans, even. That is why Reaper brought you here off the streets, from where you were barely surviving…that is why he showed mercy when others would have left you to rot, is it not?”
Quinn didn’t like the reminder of Reaper’s aid. His anger started to rise again, but he didn’t argue with her. He backed away from the table, lifting his hands as he retreated in silent defeat. I slid the knife I had pulled half way out of my boot back into its home and watched him leave. I knew his retreat wasn’t the end of it. I would have to keep an eye on the kids. I would keep an eye on Quinn.
“Pathetic…” I heard him mutter as his two bodyguards followed him out the door. The bodyguards snickered.
Alex and I shared a look of concern then I bent down to speak with the kids. “You guys okay?”
“We’re fine…” Sprint said her voice annoyed. “Man, I’d like to teach that ass a thing or two!” she added.
“Don’t go picking fights you can’t win,” I said.
“Who said I’d lose?!” she demanded.
“Everyone at this table,” Spider said.
Spider’s eyes were full of dark fire; a fire I had never seen in his eyes before. More than ever, those eyes reminded me of Daniel. They were eyes that said they would do whatever it took to protect his family. He stared at the door Quinn had left through, as if he were considering following him. I knew where his thoughts had gone – they were the same place mine had gone.
“I think you should probably watch your back, doll. I know something about enemies, and I think you just made one,” Spider added.
“I’ll just go ahead and add him to the list,” I said.
“It’s getting rather big, isn’t it?” Alex muttered.
“Mmm-hmmm,” I agreed.
I turned back to the door, to thank the woman, Moira, for her help, and saw that she had disappeared. I hurried to the door, curious about her for multiple reasons. I wanted to know why I had never seen her among the others; I wanted to understand the pain in her eyes. She was the first Watcher I had seen who didn’t maintain the illusion of openness. She was a mystery, and was content to be that way.
The halls were deserted, though, her disappearance more complete than I had thought. I thought about searching the hall, but I didn’t want to risk Quinn coming back while I was distracted. Alex met me in the hall.
“The kids are going to go upstairs,” she told me.
“That’s probably for the best,” I said.
“Did you find her?” Alex asked.
“No…” I sighed. I would have to find another chance to offer my thanks. My thoughts returned to Quinn. “I didn’t think I would meet someone here who was so…”
“Bigoted?” Alex asked.
“Yeah.”
“Well, didn’t you notice before? What were you doing for the past two weeks?” she asked.
It was a foreign concept for her to turn off all the things she noticed on a day-to-day basis. Her blue eyes saw everything. It was easier for me to tune out the world; easier than I had ever thought it could be. I shrugged, not wanting to tell her I had spent the time lost in pain and fear, lost in worry that she and Daniel had died in New Orleans. I didn’t want to tell her that I had focused solely on exercise, so I wouldn’t have to think of the alternatives. It was too hard to explain in words how the fear had ruled me. She seemed to recognize her question was too difficult for me to answer.
“Well, if there ever was a spy…” she added, meaning Quinn.
“I know who just catapulted his way to the top of my list,” I agreed.
“I’ll keep an eye on him,” Alex promised.
“Me, too,” I agreed.
She looked at her watch. “I gotta go…”
“Where you going?” I asked.
“I’m supposed to meet River. She’s got some things she wants me to help her with…I told you Reaper had some jobs for me to do.”
“Oh, right,” I said, trying to hide how lonely I suddenly felt.
Everyone had missions, things they had to do for the group. While the kids hadn’t been assigned missions yet, I still felt left out. After my two weeks of being good, of doing what I was supposed to do, I was ready for action.
I went to my room, feeling morose, and collapsed on the bed. I stared up at the ceiling for a minute, before deciding the boredom was unbearable. It just had me counting down every second, every minute, Daniel was gone. I sat up and looked around my dark room for a way out of the dark thoughts. It was obvious I needed a distraction, or I would end up doing something stupid. Something that had me stealing a car and searching for trouble…
As I set my feet on the floor, the edge of my grandfather’s book nudged me. With the distraction of finding Daniel, and settling in to the Saints, I had forgotten about the book. It was a wonder, after the mystery it had left in my mind.
I picked it up feeling conflicted about what it contained. Here was a story I had thought I never wanted told. It was the story of my family. It was full of darkness and lost love I knew could never be replaced; it was full of Ellen’s sadness. I took a deep breath and opened its elegant pages once again. I had to know.
This time, I started at the beginning of the book. There was an inscription on the front page that read: An Account of the Family Michaels.
I flipped the page and saw the same elegant writing on the second page. This page detailed my more recent family history. My name was nowhere to be seen, but I saw Ellen’s near the bottom. Her name was linked to her father and mother. Ellen’s mother was linked to two sisters; Ellen’s father to a sister and a brother. Below these names were more names as my aunts and uncles had kids. My hand hesitated over their names.
I had cousins? Aunts? Uncles? Why had Ellen never mentioned them? My family might not want to see me – they thought I was degenerate and a sin – but it still would have been nice to know that I had family. Family that was still alive and kicking, apparently. I eyed the names again, trying to come to terms with the idea of so many family members, and one name in particular caught my attention. Ellen’s aunt on her father’s side had three kids. And one of those kids, Ellen’s cousin, had married a man named Gavin Nichols. I looked at his name in shock. Gavin Nichols had tried to kill me and had, in turn, been killed by Sheriff Cobb. He had married into my family? More importantly…Amanda Nichols was my second cousin? After everything that had happened – after I had saved Amanda’s life from a suicide attempt and had found Gavin Nichols dead – how could Ellen forget that detail?
I shut the book and shoved it under my bed. My leg rocked with my questions and my irritation. It felt like a rather large detail for Ellen to overlook. I had always maintained a curiosity about my family, about where I came from. Though I was comfortable knowing I would never be close to my family, the knowledge I had family was important. Had Ellen done it on purpose? Had she lied to protect me?
I wanted answers. I would steal a car and go to Santa Monica, to demand those answers from Ellen. She would tell me about my family. I would get a reason.
I realized how ridiculous I was being the same moment that I realized I knew why she had never mentioned it. She never talked about her years before she had run away; it was too difficult for her. A part of her was doing its best to shut down the pain; to avoid the consequences of feeling it. I understood that motivation. I realized, too, that Ellen not telling me about Amanda, or any of my family for that matter, didn’t change anything. They were there. I was here. We would never be in the same world, at the same time. For them, the world of angels, demons, and creatures somewhere in the middle, like me, was just fairy tale.
Deciding that my distraction had done more harm than good, I left my room and started pacing the corridors. I stayed on the third floor, to keep an ear on the kids – to make sure Quinn didn’t track them down and continue what he had started in the common area.
Without realizing it, my feet led me to the man who had been shot. I passed his door, recognized his face, and doubled back. I pushed the door open slightly to get a better look and peeked inside. He was pale from the blood loss, his eyes closed, but he looked better. The wounds in his chest were slowly starting to knit themselves back together. I stepped inside his room, wondering how bullets, even if they were silver, could inhibit the healing process for a Watcher. More questions I didn’t have the answer to…
As soon as my feet crossed the threshold of the door, the man opened his eyes. My face was the first place they went. His eyes were a strange shade of amber. He looked confused, disoriented, but not so much that his priorities weren’t clear.
“K.J.?” he asked.
“She…um, she didn’t make it,” I said.
“Damn,” he cursed.
He closed his eyes again and took a deep breath.
“Do you remember what happened?” I asked him.
“All twenty three seconds of the attack,” he replied.
“Can…can you tell me? If you’re not too tired…” I said.
He opened his eyes to stare at me. A veil of secrecy shrouded his eyes. “I’m not certain I should. I don’t know you, or what you’re doing here.”
“I’m Clare. I’m not sure what I’m doing here either. I understand about not trusting me. Trust is hard. I’ll go…” I started to leave.
He blinked once and shook his head. “No, I remember you now. You’re the one King’s been hanging out with.”
“I’m going to have to do something about that,” I muttered.
“What?”
“Never mind. Do you want to tell me what happened?” I asked.
He took a deep breath. “We were sent to find our way into a building. It’s a building we think they store a lot of valuable stuff. Information…weapons…etc.”
“They?”
“The Seekers,” he said.
“Ah,” I said.
“We climbed on top of a building opposite the building we were interested in, to get a good view. We had already cased the defense – it was light, only three guards. But the second we stepped up on to the roof of the building, all hell broke loose.”
“From the building you were casing out?” I asked.
The man frowned, thinking over the events.
“No,” he said. “Another building. One higher up. Once the shooter started firing, the Seekers started firing. We were caught in the crossfire. K.J. was hit first. She took three in the chest and kept on firing, until she couldn’t anymore... I was next. Elizabeth…man, she went crazy. She traded shots with everyone, dodging all their bullets; pulled our asses off the building, pushed us into the first car she saw, and drove us back here going a hundred.”
“Is it possible someone might have overheard you or K.J. talking about the mission?” I asked. “Maybe you mentioned it to someone, or maybe K.J. did?”
The man shook his head, his eyes defensive. “We might not be one of the ten, but we know what we’re doing. We believe in the Saints, we love our home. The only people who knew we were there were the ones who knew from Reaper’s mouth,” he said.
“Thanks for telling me…” I said.
His words made the task of finding a spy easier and harder, at the same time. There had to be a limited amount of people Reaper would trust with that kind of information. Also, did I dare hold Reaper above suspicion? I knew it was his organization, but people often did strange things for strange reasons. Everyone was a suspect…guilty until proven innocent. K.J.’s death made me determined to do whatever it took to find the people responsible.
“Why did she have to die?” the man asked, his amber eyes full of regret. “Why couldn’t it have been me?”
I looked at him, aware nothing I could say would make him feel better.
“I don’t know,” I said. “But I know she would be asking the same question if you had died.”
He nodded, appreciating my honesty, and shut his eyes again.
I left the room, wishing I had something better to say. Maybe I would get Alex to talk to him…she always knew the right things to say.
Distracted by his story – and more determined than ever to find the spy – I tucked my hands into my pants pockets and headed for the common area. I knew the population was always fluid through there; there was always some kind of happening. It was the reason I had avoided it during my initial stay. It would be more than a distraction – it would be homework.
I picked a table in the corner, so I could watch the door and the room, and focused on learning more about the people around me. I witnessed lots of drama, lots of fake fights meant to dispel pent up energy and aggression. I witnessed a couple of real fights, but nothing serious enough to warrant the still-illusive fighting arena. There was a lot of flirting and talking, usually between the younger Watchers, and more than a lot of bragging and ego-stroking as everyone competed for the ‘Most Awesome Watcher of the Year’ award.
After only a few minutes of watching, it was obvious who was serious about being in the Saints and who was just passing through from one safe haven to the next. The ones passing through were usually loners, content to hole up in a corner and mind their own business. I found myself fascinated by the loners, though I knew the members of the Saints were where I should be focused. They were the most likely to have pulled the trigger.
I sat there, watching the Watchers, until well after midnight. The crowd increased as the night wore on and darker dealings swirled around the room as much as the music. Around two, Daniel came back. People swarmed around Daniel and Reaper as they walked into the common area, clapping and throwing compliments at them for a job ‘well done.’
Behind the pair was a large group of Watchers. Some looked terrified, others grateful. More than a few of the newcomers were curious about the group they had fallen in with. Though the crowd was substantial, I only had eyes for one person. Daniel didn’t notice me at first, the people around him masking me from view. The voices swirled around Daniel and Reaper in a din of noise.
“Ten people!” one man exclaimed over the others voices. “How’d you do it?”
“It was all Daniel,” Reaper said clapping Daniel on the back.
“Tell us!” several voices demanded at once.
“Have Reaper tell you. He’s better at stories,” Daniel said.
“Always modest,” Reaper said.
“If it suits me,” Daniel said with a grin.
The crowd parted as people shifted to get a better position near Reaper, to hear his story, and Daniel finally saw me sitting at the table. I smiled at him, relieved he was okay. He excused himself, giving Reaper the glory of the spotlight, and made his way over to me. People melted out of his way with increased respect, his place in the group sealed in a single night. I was jealous around my happiness. All I was known for was being ‘that girl King hung out with.’
“You never have trouble fitting in, do you?” I teased as he sat next to me.
“You’re the only person I know who gives me a hard time,” he said.
“That’s because your head would swell to the size of New Mexico if I didn’t,” I said.
“True.” He grinned and looked at the Watchers he had rescued. “I’ve never saved ten at once before. I mean, I’ve save quite a few over the years, but never so many at once.”
“I suppose Reaper’s contacts help with that,” I said.
“He’s certainly got quite a few,” Daniel said. He leaned back in his chair, his boyish smile irrepressible. “It feels good to do good again…for the right reasons.”
“I’m glad,” I said a bit tartly.
He had the luxury to do good for the right reasons. I had nothing beyond a night full of worry and startling revelations. He was too wrapped up in his happiness to notice my irritation.
He leaned forward again, closing the distance between us. The electricity he always generated buzzed around us at his closeness. I felt my heart beat faster, despite my irritation. His eyes caught the light from above and changed it into a mischievous sparkle I knew too well.
“I keep thinking about earlier,” he said, lacing his fingers through mine.
I put on a confused expression, though it was hard to mask my attraction. “What happened earlier?”
He looked at my lips, his boyish grin changing into a seductive half smile I couldn’t help but be affected by. My heart was thumping so hard it was making my ears ring. He heard my heart, and his eyes started to dance with a warm fire. We shared a long moment where our thoughts were as transparent as glass – we didn’t need touch to know what the other was thinking.
I blinked to clear my mind of the visuals, figuring a crowded common area wasn’t the best place to act them out, and focused on the people Daniel had saved. They had taken to hiding in the corner of the room, clumped together as far from the crowd as possible. I wondered if I had shown that much terror on my face when I had been rescued. I imaged it was worse.
As I saw them and their terror, which was impossible to look at and not feel moved, I realized I couldn’t keep what I was feeling from Daniel any longer.
“We need to talk,” I said to him.
His half smile was cocky. He thought I was still lost in my attraction for him.
“Oh, yeah?” he asked.
I controlled my emotions, particularly my attraction, and focused on my irritation. I clasped my hands in front of me, so he couldn’t take my hand and persuade me to get distracted again.
“I know you asked Reaper to lock me down tighter than Sing-Sing, but I’ve had enough of prisons. I want to be out there with you. I want to what you’re doing. My shoulder is healed enough, to where I can hold my own. There’s no reason I can’t join you.”
“I don’t…” he started to say.
I cut his reply short. “It’s dangerous, risky, yada-freakin’-yada! Will you get it through your thick skull that I know it’s dangerous?! I accept the risk!” Heat filled my face as my emotions overrode my words. “I have to help people, Daniel! It’s important. Your reason for helping them isn’t any less valid than my reason for helping them, only you get to be all high and mighty about it, because you’re Superman and know everything!”
“I see things are back to being normal between you and Ms. Stubborn,” Jackson said calmly to Daniel, sitting down in a chair opposite us.
Daniel grimaced. “Almost,” he said. “I’ve yet to give in to her demands.”
“Will you hurry up?” Jackson asked with his normal, amused smile in place. “I need someone to go four-wheeling with me, and you’re wasting time pretending like you’re not going to give her what she wants.”
“Patience is a virtue,” Daniel said.
“It’s a virtue I don’t have time for,” Jackson said.
Daniel refocused on me. “I was going to say that I don’t think I could keep you from doing what you think is best. A lot has changed. We’ve both grown. Denying that is impossible. Besides, I missed you tonight.”
“Awwwwwww,” Jackson teased us. “Now, are you through?”
I ignored Jackson and smiled at Daniel. The fear that we had traveled so far only to come back to square one had been worrying me all night. “Can I come tomorrow, if there’s a mission?”
“I have a condition,” Daniel said.
“Just one?” I asked dryly.
“No. You start taking daily training practices with Jackson. He said he was teaching you to fence…if you’re going to go out with me, you’re going to be the best fighter in the entire school…besides me.”
“And me,” Jackson added.
“Besides Jackson,” I agreed.
“Will you agree?” Daniel asked.
“Yeah, why not?” I said. “Any other demands?”
“No.”
“Liar,” I said.
Jackson rolled his eyes at us. “Now, can we go?”
“You whine too much,” I said to Jackson.
“It’s part of my charm.”
“No, it’s not,” I said.
Four-wheeling was a lot of fun. After we had finished tearing up the mountains and racing each other in circles, Daniel and I went back to my room. The dawn was breaking – though I wasn’t aware of it – when I heard Reaper and Jackson in the hall. Daniel I went to the door when we heard them talking in low tones. I was bit worried by what I saw. Alex was in Reaper’s arms. Her mouth was hanging open, and her body was limp. She looked unconscious…or worse.
“What did you do to her?!” I demanded.
“I didn’t do anything!” Reaper said. “She fell asleep downstairs. I thought a bed would be better to sleep on, instead of having her face melt on to my laptop.”
Jackson held Alex’s door for Reaper, and Reaper set Alex on her bed. He carefully pulled her blankets around her and met us back in the hall.
“She worked all night?” I asked.
“I didn’t realize…” Reaper started to say.
“That she sleeps, or that she’s so dedicated?” I asked.
“Both,” Reaper said.
“Hey, boss. Hey, other people,” King said joining our group.
Reaper nodded. “King. Everything go okay last night?”
King was confident. “Easy as lovin.” King playfully knocked me on the arm. “I came for my exercise buddy. You up for some working out?”
Daniel was watching him with cool eyes; eyes that weren’t happy with what they saw. He was obviously interpreting King’s playful tap a lot differently than how it was meant. His coolness didn’t transfer into his tone. He was polite, tightly controlled.
“I think Reaper, Jackson and I have some planning to do for this Sevier thing. Margaret is going to be back any minute from her surveillance of Sevier’s place, so…” Daniel said.
“Oh, I can help with planning…” I started to suggest.
“No, you promised you would train. I’m taking Jackson, so you need a, uh, substitute,” Daniel said.
He was being weird, but I knew I wanted to work out more than I wanted to plan a meeting with a creepy information broker. As long as I was in on the actual meeting, I didn’t care about the details. Besides, my exercise time with King was a lot of fun. He was an interesting character. I shrugged at Daniel and his oddness.
“Okay,” I said.
“That’s the spirit!” King said.
“Just let me change clothes,” I added.
“Met you there,” King said.
“What?” I asked Daniel, who was staring at me as if he had never seen me before.
“What?” he asked back, his expression innocent. It was the expression he used when he was trying to hide something from me. It was an expression I hated.
“I’m going to go change,” I grumbled.
I heard Reaper start talking as the trio walked away from my room. He was talking about security and planning, but all I heard was Daniel’s silence as he walked with them. The silence was more telling than a thousand words.
The only problem with my normal sanctuary was that Quinn was there as well. I wasn’t sure if he had come looking for me, or if he had always used the mornings to work out, but I noticed him the moment I stepped into the room. He was in the back corner hitting a heavy bag as his two flunkies worked out around him. He glared at me when he saw me. I glared right back, daring him to say anything to me.
King was in the center of the room, at the mats. It was obvious from his location that he was looking to spar, instead of lift weights.
“What do you say?” he asked me, making a fake jab at my head.
“You’re on,” I agreed.
We sparred for twenty minutes. King managed to knock me to the floor twice. I managed to hit him a lot more than twice, and I put him on the ground quite a few times with a throw he could never quite circumvent. I had to be careful, though, careful to not hit too hard and hurt myself against the simple strength of his body. It was irritating I had to limit myself, and that I had to bow down to the fear of hitting too hard and breaking a wrist or a foot.
My carefulness wasn’t lost on Quinn. He started making comments from his place near the bags; comments which suggested humans were weak and pathetic, that I was weak and pathetic. I finally got tired of it.
“Do you want to fight?!” I yelled over at him. The anger made my body tremble. I was definitely getting mad enough to find the strength I always found when angry.
“I don’t fight humans,” Quinn said lazily, a smug smile on his lips. “It’s too easy.”
“Make an exception,” I told him. “Come on!”
“She doesn’t mean it, Quinn. She’s just mad,” King said.
“To hell with that!” I said.
King started ushering me toward the exit, being careful not to touch me, aware perhaps unconsciously that something had changed with my anger. I was ready to tear Quinn limb from pretentious limb.
“Human!” Quinn yelled, as we headed toward the exit.
“Knock it off, man!” King yelled back, annoyed.
Quinn smirked and went back to hitting the bag. King pushed me out in to the hall.
“What are you thinking, buddy? Want to get dead?” King asked me.
“He’s an ass!” I said.
“He is, but he is also a very capable, very deadly, very smart ass, who has been in more fights and has killed more people than you’ve probably even met in your lifetime. Picking a fight with him is about the stupidest thing you could do,” King pointed out.
“No one accused me of brilliance,” I said, cracking my knuckles.
“I’m shocked…really,” King said. “I know he picked on your friends, but…” He sighed. “We need to stay focused on the big picture. Fighting amongst ourselves is just a bad idea.”
“Okay, okay,” I said still fuming.
River met us in the hall. She smiled at us, particularly King.
“Hey, Riv. What’s happening?” King asked, casual despite my anger.
“Reaper’s got another one for you. Top priority,” River told King.
“That’s my cue,” King said with a smile. He pointed at me. “Don’t go picking anymore fights.”
“No promises,” I said.
King shook his head and walked away.
“You’ve been picking fights?” River asked.
“Long story,” I said.
“I’ve got time,” she said.
“Quinn…”
“Ah. Ego-city. You shouldn’t worry about him,” River said.
“I will worry about him, if he comes near my friends again,” I promised.
She frowned. “What?”
I told her what had happened. As I talked, I led her to the stairs. I wanted to put more distance between me and Quinn. If I didn’t, I wasn’t certain I could keep myself from picking a fight.
“I’ll have a talk with him,” she promised when I stopped talking. “He won’t bother your friends again.”
“Why does it matter if they’re not Watchers? I thought this is supposed to be a place where everyone is welcome?” I asked.
“That’s Reaper’s policy. The truth is: we don’t have many humans who hang around long-term. They are usually gone within a day, never knowing our business, beyond the fact that we saved them. There is a…movement here that tends to think of humans like animals, lesser beings. They don’t think we should save humans, but should focus on saving Watchers. They think humans weigh us down.”
“A movement led by Quinn?” I asked.
She nodded but didn’t reply. “It’s quite a risk Reaper is taking, banking on you. Some cannot see his endgame.”
“Maybe they should try looking,” I replied. “Instead of depending on prejudice to guide them…”
Her half smile was full of agreement. “Just keep in mind that this situation could go beyond you. If Reaper has to step in for you, it might mean a fight between Quinn and Reaper. If Quinn wins, he gains control of the Saints. It’s Reaper’s rule: anyone who can beat him takes his place. Plus, Quinn has a following going, people who believe that his…methods are the way to get handle on this war we are fighting.”
I sighed, having forgotten about Reaper’s rule. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
“Please do,” River said.
“Clare…Oh, hey, River.” Alex had come out of her room holding a towel and a change of clothes. She looked sleepy – she had large bags under her eyes.
“Hey,” River said.
“I was wondering if you’d stand guard while I shower,” Alex said to me.
“Are you afraid someone will attack you there?” River asked, still focused on the information I had shared about Quinn.
“Um…no. I just, uh,” Alex searched for a way to put it delicately.
“She’s not comfortable being naked in front of a bunch of people,” I said.
“Oh…When you’ve seen it all, you’ve seen it all,” River said with a shrug. She waved and turned away. “Be careful, huh?” she threw back over her shoulder.
“Yeah…”
“What?” Alex said.
I grabbed some clothes out of my room. “I’ll tell you on the way down,” I told her.
As I repeated the story, all I could think about was the way it had felt when looking in to Quinn’s eyes. It was a bloodlust I had never felt, without being in the heat of battle or in the middle of a deadly situation. I wanted to hurt him.
I wasn’t sure if the newly risen bloodlust was from my ever-emerging Watcher abilities, or if I simply hadn’t found someone so vile to hate before. However the bloodlust made me feel, I knew I would have to be cautious. I would have to be careful to not let my guard down…or let the bloodlust consume me. It was an easy pull, in a direction I wasn’t certain was healthy.
Quinn was turning into more of an enemy than I had originally thought him to be.
I figured him for the deadly kind.
 




Chapter 13
 

Jackson came looking for Alex and me just as we finished our showers. He met us in the locker rooms, where I had stood watch. His brown eyes were full of laughter.
“Were you two showering together?” he asked.
Alex sighed. “Really? And they call you a higher being?” she asked.
“Can I help you with something?” I asked him pointedly.
“We’re ready to go find Sevier. I was sent to see if you were still willing to go,” Jackson said.
“We are so there,” Alex said.
“We’re there like maple syrup on pancakes,” I agreed.
“Mmmhhh. Pancakes…” Alex said.
“Just keep in mind that your job is to look pretty and not say much. Reaper is going to do the negotiating,” Jackson warned.
“Look pretty?” I demanded.
“Yep,” Jackson said, mocking me with his smile.
I sighed and shook my head, already knowing this meeting was going to be a pain. I was never good at ‘not saying much,’ or letting my looks speak louder than my mouth. If things went without a hitch, it would be through a miracle of the highest order.
Jackson led us to the front of the building, where two cars were waiting on the dirt road. One of the cars was sleek and streamlined; its paint was a dark grey. The other was more bulky, athletic, but I liked it more. It was a classic, a true muscle car. Spider had noticed the cars from inside and had come down to drool over the sleek one. Daniel was next to him, smiling at the car, obviously happy. He held up a key when he saw me, proud he was the one who got to drive it.
“Who gets to drive this one?” I asked pointing at the muscle car.
“It’s mine,” Reaper said, opening the driver’s side door. “Sara and Shawn are busy today, but I always like to travel in style.”
“Oh,” I said, disappointed.
Reaper laughed. “Your girl has better taste than you do, Daniel. Appreciates history.”
“I’ve had plenty of history,” Daniel said.
“You want to drive it?” Reaper asked me.
“Can I?” I asked eagerly.
Daniel’s face turned sly. “You sure Clare can keep up?” he asked Reaper. “She is a girl…”
“Oh, God,” Alex said in exasperation. “You’d better buckle your seatbelt,” she told Jackson, as he and Margaret crawled into the back of Daniel’s car.
Jackson nodded, aware of the challenge Daniel had just made. I snatched the keys from Reaper’s hands. The look I gave Daniel warned him of the dangers of such a challenge. Alex and Reaper scrambled to get in my car, before I left without them.
The sound of the car’s engine drowned out the sounds coming from the school. It roared like a hungry lion, eager for a fresh kill. Without hesitation, I punched the gas, headed for the exit. From the way it surged to life, I knew Reaper had made some modifications. Dirt flew up in Spider’s face as I took off. Daniel wasn’t far behind me. He was limited by the narrow, dirt road, but he closed in on my bumper, ready to pass me when he had the chance. Once we hit the interstate, the race was on.
Grinning from ear to ear, my heart racing from excitement, I raced him, until we reached our destination. I finally stopped the car on the top of a mountain. Reaper’s directions had led us to a different rocky wilderness. The house on the mountain was gated – thick iron gates protected the driveway from intruders. The large house was a tribute to California grandiose and had numerous ugly statues and lights decorating the steep front lawn. Though the style was typical of the area, there was an undeniable garishness to it.
“I won,” Daniel said as I stepped out of my car.
“No, you didn’t,” I argued.
“I was clearly here first,” Daniel disagreed.
“That’s because you cheated,” I said.
“So, you admit defeat?” he asked.
“This is it?” Alex interrupted, pointing at the house.
“Yep,” Reaper agreed. “How about we go drop in on my good friend Sevier?”
“Sounds good to me,” Jackson said cracking his knuckles.
“Try not to hit him, unless it’s necessary,” Reaper said. “He’s a useful contact.”
“Yeah, yeah…” Jackson said, obviously not listening.
Margaret pointed to the horizon, which was slowly darkening with rain clouds. “I’ve got rain coming in. Use it to your advantage, should things go wrong.”
“Right,” Reaper agreed. He squared his shoulders, and arranged his expression, so that it was confident and dangerous, and went to the gate.
Daniel told me in a look to ‘be careful’ and that he would be there in an instant should things go wrong. I smiled at him, and followed Reaper to the gate. Reaper spoke to the box near the gate for the briefest of moments and the gates swung open. As we walked up the steep drive, a pair of dogs ran up, barking and snarling.
Alex reflexively grabbed Reaper by the arm, when she saw the dogs, and moved him in front of her. He was obviously startled by her touch, but found the movement funny. He had trouble hiding his smile around his forced demeanor of ‘dangerous.’ She peeked out from around his back, and he started laughing as she clutched his shirt.
I had a different reaction. I recognized the dogs. I had encountered them in New Orleans, when I had robbed a man’s house for a decidedly dangerous Watcher named Serenity. The dogs and I had become instant friends. I bent down to pet them. The dogs recognized my scent and stopped growling. Their tails waging happily, they jumped up to lick my neck and face.
“Hey,” I said rubbing both of the dogs on the chest.
“Old friends?” Jackson asked with one eyebrow cocked.
“Yeah…” I said.
A flutter of worry went through my stomach as I realized what seeing them here meant. If this Sevier was the man I had robbed, was it possible I would be recognized? If he did recognize me, would that complicate things? I was certain he would hold a grudge about my theft. Anyone would.
A man appeared on the porch as I stood again. He was large, with sunglasses covering his impassive face. He yelled unnecessarily for the dogs to heel then gestured us to enter the red front door. He shut out the dogs out with a sharp ‘click’ of the door. As soon as we were inside, five people with guns stepped forward.
“We will shoot you if you try anything,” the man with sunglasses said. “There will be no second warning.”
“Friendly,” Jackson said, his hand twitching slightly at the man’s words. I knew he wouldn’t need a gun to win the fight.
“You ever get tired of threatening people?” Reaper asked, walking past the man without bothering to slow down.
It was obvious he wasn’t intimidated; he had seen this show before. He headed straight for another room directly across from the front door, forcing the men with guns out of his way with a stride not even they dared stop.
As I followed, I looked around the interior of the house in cautious curiosity. The inside of the house was as grandiose as the outside. I wrinkled my nose at the gold decorations and tacky wallpaper, wondering if the decorator had lost all sense of sight when planning the inside of the house.
The man waiting for us, who had a girl on either side of him on the sofa, was as garish as his house. The crocodile boots and gold chains around his neck were just the beginning of his problems. His whole countenance screamed of oily decadence and over-the-top vanity. His black eyes screamed with his ability to kill without mercy. The girls at his side looked excited to be surrounded by such wealth and depravity. Their thoughts were loud and clear, a sign they were human. Reaper’s face remained carefully neutral as he looked at the man known as Sevier, though I sensed his distaste.
“Reaper, old friend, it’s been a while,” Sevier said, sipping on a glass of wine.
“It has,” Reaper said.
“You’re looking well,” Sevier said.
“And you haven’t changed,” Reaper said eyeing the girls and the room.
The man laughed, revealing gold teeth where his canine teeth should have been. “No, no I haven’t.”
He turned his black eyes to Alex. He sized her up, licking the red wine away from his thin lips. Then, he turned his lustful eyes to me. His smile had me clenching my fists.
“Did you bring me gifts?” he asked.
Reaper’s neutral expression flickered for a brief second at Sevier’s words. “We’ve actually come for information,” he said.
“Information…information is expensive. It is the most expensive thing I sell. With a gun you can take down one man, but with information… you can take down an army,” Sevier said.
“Money is not an issue,” Reaper said.
Sevier stood and circled the group, looking Alex and me over carefully. “I would be willing to trade,” he said leering at us.
Reaper pulled a stack of bills out of his pocket and held it up, not willing to deal. “Your usual cost. Two scientists taken by Marcus. Watchers.”
“Hmmm,” Sevier looked at the money Reaper was offering. “I know of whom you speak. I have another trade in mind, however. A few months ago, one of my houses was broken into. Something was taken from me. Equations I had worked very hard to acquire for a client. I want them back.”
“What makes you think I know where to find these equations?” Reaper asked. His eyes were full of confusion. This was obviously not the way he had thought the meeting would go.
“Because the person who stole them from me is standing right next to you,” Sevier said, gesturing at me. “She was careful to avoid my video cameras on the grounds, but she forgot the video camera I keep in my safe.”
“Is this true?” Reaper asked me quietly.
“Is the house in New Orleans?” I asked Sevier to be sure.
“Indeed,” he replied.
“It’s true,” I told Reaper. “I would suggest you take the money, because there’s not a chance in hell you’re getting those papers back,” I added to Sevier.
“Clare…” Reaper warned softly.
“What? It’s true. And it’s not just because he’s creepy. Serenity has those papers. She’ll never give them up.”
“Serenity?” Sevier asked thoughtfully.
“Indeed,” I mocked him.
He was not happy. He knew I was right; taking anything from Serenity was the same as suicide.
“Hmm. Maybe we can come to another arrangement,” he said, his black eyes bright. “Ten minutes alone with her, and I’ll give you whatever information you want.”
His leer was enough to make a seasoned killer feel twitchy. I had to settle for glaring.
“No-” Reaper started to say, but I cut him off.
“Okay,” I agreed.
It occurred how he might underestimate me. He would think himself smarter and stronger. I would use that to get what I wanted from him. Sevier waved a hand of dismissal at the group, expecting them to obey. Nobody moved.
“Its fine,” I told my friends.
Jackson shook his head. “I’ve got my own skin to think about. Your boyfriend will kill me if I leave you alone.”
“You want the truth or not?” I asked him. “Think about that.”
He frowned. “Ten minutes,” Jackson said. “A second over and I’m coming in here.”
“Please, shut the door when you go,” Sevier said dismissing his girls and the guys with guns.
His people left as reluctantly as mine did. Sevier poured wine into two glasses then circled around me. He offered me one of the glasses. I took it from him and set it on the table, not interested in anything he had. He set his glass down as well and stepped closer, invading my personal space.
“Straight past the formalities,” he said in my ear. “I like it.”
“Is this room a silver room?” I asked.
“Yes…don’t worry, no one will hear us…” he said.
He made the mistake of putting his greasy paws on my arm. I reacted, having hoped he would make such a mistake. I threw him to the ground, even as I pulled my knife out from my boot. I put a knee on his chest and the knife to his throat.
“Two scientists,” I said in a deadly hiss. “Where are they?”
Sevier stopped struggling at the feel of silver on his neck. He obviously knew what the knife could do. His eyes were startled I had gotten the better of him, but self-preservation had him speaking without hesitation.
“All I’ve heard is rumors…rumors, mind you, that Marcus has been developing some weapon. He’s been getting scientists from all around the world to work on it. The pair of scientists you are after were a big find for him. He’s had them on tight security.”
“At his place in New York?” I asked.
Sevier laughed. “His place in New York is an illusion. Smoke and mirrors. It’s a pass-through place from one destination to the next. He doesn’t keep anything there beyond an occasional home.”
“So, where are they?” I demanded.
“I’ve heard a rumor, a rumor mind you, of a place in Alaska. It’s hidden in the mountains: The Alaskan Range to be exact. It’s where he takes the things he wants to keep hidden the most.” Sevier smirked. “It’s so heavily fortressed that I’m not worried about Marcus finding out how you discovered it. Hell, if you try to go there, I know you’ll get payback for this little stunt…It’ll mean your death.”
“We’ll see. Is that all?” I asked pressing the knife a little harder into his throat.
“That’s all, I swear!” he squeaked.
“Thanks for taking the time to talk with me,” I said sweetly. “It means a lot.”
I started to stand, but something on the floor caught my eye. My throw to the ground had caused the things in his pockets to fall out. I had ignored the objects in my search for answers, but I couldn’t ignore them anymore. Glittering from the lights of the room – looking sad and lonely on the ugly rug – was my necklace; it was the necklace Ellen had given me a long time ago. It was my father’s tear-shaped diamond. I had thought I had lost it forever. I grabbed it up, shocked to see it so unexpectedly, and held it out to him.
“Where did you get this?” I demanded.
He didn’t reply. His eyes were wild as he searched for an escape. I forced the knife to his throat again, demanding he answer. His lips stumbled over his words.
“I bought it off a man in New Orleans. A strange guy…kept his cloak over his face the whole time.”
That sounded like the man who had stolen from me. He had been shrouded in a cloak when he had torn it away from my neck. My hand tightened on the necklace at the memory. It brightened with the touch, the light escaping from around my fist. It was good to feel the light again. It had been far too long. Sevier’s eyes widened.
“This is mine,” I told him.
I stood and backed away from him carefully. I kept the knife raised to keep him away from me. His face was indignant and angry around the fear. I knew I had just made an enemy. I wasn’t sorry.
The others were just outside the door, their faces worried and full of alert anticipation. When Reaper saw Sevier on the ground, a trickle of blood running down his neck, he shook his head. He smiled briefly at the sight, before hurrying us to the front door. The men with guns eyed us with cold, murderous intent. Jackson and Margaret followed us, their eyes fixed on Sevier’s bodyguards. As soon as we stepped outside the rain started, drenching us in seconds. Reaper’s hand was the only thing that kept me on course through the dark veil of rain.
We slipped back through the gates, and met Daniel at the car. I looked back when we were off the property, and saw that Margaret’s rain only surrounded the mansion. Reaper hurried to the driver’s seat of his car without pause; Alex followed, close on his heels. Daniel eyed us, trying to understand the curious mixture of laughter and worry, and followed Alex into Reaper’s car, so he could talk to me. Margaret took the keys to the sleek car and was gone by the time I had managed to settle into my seat.
“How’d it go?” Daniel asked.
“Your girlfriend is an idiot,” Alex said. “A straight-up, flat-out, idiot.”
“Oh, yeah?” Daniel asked.
“She went into the room with Sevier…alone. His room is soundproofed, but I’m pretty sure they got into a fight. At least, he was on the floor, and she had her knife out when she opened the door,” Reaper added.
“Oh,” Daniel said, eyeing me with a mixture of admiration and annoyance.
I sensed words of chastisement looming.
“He said the building in New York is an illusion. All of Marcus’ most important…‘finds’ are kept in a building in the Alaskan Mountain Range. He said it would be suicide to go there, and that sending me there was a death sentence. It was why he was so forthcoming, I think,” I told them, hoping to divert from an argument about my level of intelligence, or my penchant for trouble.
“The risker the odds, the greater the reward,” Reaper said with a grin.
“I’ll talk to Margaret and Jackson and see what they think,” Daniel said. He took my hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Thanks for getting him to talk.”
“It was my pleasure,” I said.
“There’s something else,” Alex said. “He’s the one we stole some plans for. It was in exchange for information about you and the nest, Daniel…We gave those plans to Serenity.”
“Nothing we can do to get them back now,” Daniel said. “Serenity will have either destroyed them or given them to her boss, which is as good as impossible to get.”
“One impossible thing at a time,” Reaper agreed.
The ride home was quiet. I spent the time looking at my necklace, wondering at the odds of running into the one man who had bought it. Daniel watched me watching the necklace, but he didn’t say anything. The necklace had stopped glowing, but it remained warm in my hand, as if it were glad to see me again.
By the time we got back to the school, Margaret had parked the car and was waiting in the front drive with Jackson. The school was a scene of peaceful perfection as we parked. The sun shone brilliantly on the brick of the school, reflecting back to us in hot rays of red and brown, while people lounged around the grounds. Everything was quiet and serene, a light breeze and the ocean were the loudest sounds against the more subtle sounds of people moving around. It was hard, as I looked around, to imagine the drama of last night. The only clue was the thin smoke trail reaching for the heavens; the last smoke of a dying fire.
Daniel pulled Margaret and Jackson away from the group, to tell them what I had discovered. Reaper joined them and listened in silence as the others talked. I went inside to dry off, figuring they would let me know what they decided. Alex followed me inside. She went down to the kitchens to make lunch for the kids.
After I toweled off, I went to find her. I knew that there were unsaid things between us, things I wanted to get to the bottom of. My reclamation of my necklace reminded me that New Orleans was still haunting us. There were still issues from what had happened that needed to be expressed. Besides, Alex wasn’t just a friend, she was my sister, and it was obvious something profound had happened when I wasn’t around. I needed to know what.
She was surrounded by bowels and cooking utensils when I entered. I wasn’t sure what she was making, but it looked epic. I leaned against the center counter and dipped a finger into one of the bowels. She smiled when she saw me, but slapped the hand away from her food.
“That’s gross,” she said. “You touched Sevier with those hands.”
“I washed them,” I protested, sneaking another taste from the bowel.
She rolled her eyes and went back to cooking. She was silent for a moment, and I was able to see a tension I hadn’t noticed in her before. I realized she had been carrying the tension around with her since I had found her again.
“You gonna tell me about it?” I asked finally.
Her ice-blue eyes met mine. She glanced away and stared at an invisible bug on the floor. “Tell you what?”
“What happened with Eli, and anything else that might be weighing you down,” I said.
She sighed. “People change, Clare,” she said. “It happens.”
“Not really,” I disagreed.
“Yes they do…you’re proof. You’ve changed,” she pointed out.
“We’re not talking about me,” I said.
“You’re impossible,” she said.
“It’s part of my charm,” I replied.
“No,” she disagreed.
“Seriously,” I said. “I know that people are entitled to their secrets, but if you don’t tell me what’s going on with you, I’ll think you don’t love me or trust me.”
Alex made a face. “You’re bullying me.”
“Did it work?”
She sighed and rubbed at the space between her eyes. She looked tired suddenly, exhausted. It was the first time I saw how trying the months we had been away from each other were for her. It wasn’t just worry over my fate, it was worry over hers. She had a world of worry I couldn’t even begin to understand. Changing into the Nightstalker again…whatever happened with Eli…
“Eli and I ‘joined,’” Alex blurted out.
I felt my mouth drop. “What?”
The secret I had thought she had been keeping from me had certainly not involved ‘joining.’ I thought she had fought him, or tried to kill him – something more reasonable.
“Like Eli? Eli, Eli…the Eli that doesn’t talk and acts like emotions are criminals that should be hunted down and shot?”
She blushed at my reaction. “You can see why I didn’t tell you,” she said pointedly.
I waved my hands to clear the shock. “I’m sorry…I didn’t mean to…it’s just Eli, you know? It was a little startling. I didn’t even know you guys were close.”
“I wouldn’t say ‘close.’ I met up with him a couple of times when you were out begging. We talked…well, I talked; he listened. But when I got mad at you and changed…”
I was uncomfortable. Not just because I worried about potential eavesdroppers. My angering her that day in New Orleans was something I still harbored a lot of guilt over. She saw the guilt but ignored it. Her story was more important than my guilt.
“Eli found me. Or I found him. I’m not really certain how it happened. He was just there. We fought…I guess he didn’t know who I was. He broke my arm. It made me turn back. He healed me…and when he did…it happened.”
Her blue eyes were still staring at the invisible bug on the floor.
“And why did he leave?” I asked.
“Because I am what I am. You know his prejudice,” Alex said.
I did know his prejudice. He hated Nightstalkers. His mother had been killed by one, and he saw them as creatures unworthy of saving. He spent his free time hunting them down and killing them.
“It’s his loss,” I said. “If he can’t see how wonderful…”
“I know that!” she said defensively. “I’ve told that to myself a hundred times: it’s his loss, not mine! It doesn’t stop the pain. It doesn’t stop the fact that I have all this feelings and visuals in my head that I can’t reconcile with the reality of my situation. I know, for instance, that he didn’t kill his sister, like we thought. He simply couldn’t save her from the car that hit her. His powers were too weak when it happened. I know that he loved his mom very much and that he sees it as his personal duty to wipe out all Nightstalkers from the face of the planet…” Her words cut off with a strange catch that was unlike her. “It’s just sadness and anger I have no outlet for,” she added.
“I can understand that,” I said. “If Daniel and I had shared the joining and he hadn’t wanted to be with me…” I shivered at the thought.
Alex started playing with a bowel, spinning it in circles on the counter. “The worst part is that I wonder if I’ll ever be able to have a normal relationship with someone. I mean, how do I tell someone, ‘Hey, I’ve been joined with someone who doesn’t want me!’? No one in their right mind would want me after hearing that.”
“The right person would,” I argued. “Besides…” I looked around the deserted kitchen. “Can you promise you won’t utter this to anyone? Not even in your darkest hour?”
“Don’t be a drama queen,” Alex said with a sigh.
“I honestly, truly, believe that the joining doesn’t mean as much as people think it means. It’s intense, of course, but it’s not the end-all be-all of relationship status. Watchers like to think of it as fate, but I think we choose the one we want to join with. What we know about the joining comes from people who don’t really understand it to begin with. Watchers are so particular about who touches them – understandably so in a world where the mind can kill – so how do we know that it isn’t something that happens when a person is emotionally vulnerable and touches another Watcher? How do we know it doesn’t happen more than once? We don’t know…We allow who we want in our lives. To think fate dictates how and when we allow ourselves to love is ridiculous,” I said.
Alex looked flabbergasted. “But you and Daniel!”
“Right, we chose each other… Fate is lazy. You always have a choice.”
Alex’s eyes filled with tears. The tears brimmed over and started to track down her face. My truth had meant something to her. I walked around the counter and put a hand on her shoulder. She collapsed into my arms, and I hugged her tight. She cried into my shoulder, letting her emotions out for the first time since Eli had left.
“This is so hot,” I heard a voice say from the kitchen door.
Spider was staring at us, grinning from ear to ear. Though he was teasing us, I sensed his concern for Alex. His words had been meant to break the tension.
“Clare, kiss Alex,” he added.
I picked up an unused spatula off the counter and threw it at him. It hit him solidly in the forehead then hit the floor. He rubbed at his forehead, his grin gone. He looked hurt, as if he had never been so insulted in his life. Alex wiped her tears away on my shirt, her snot streaking on the black.
“Can I help you with something?” I asked Spider.
“Reaper wanted me to find you dolls and let you know they’re having a meeting up in his room, about Daniel’s parents. I think they might be doing something profound and all hero-y.”
“Lunch is ready, if you want to tell the others,” Alex told him.
“Sweet,” Spider said.
“Are the kids going to start going out tonight?” I asked.
“Yeah,” Spider agreed. He rubbed his hands together eagerly. “Back on the streets again. I can’t wait.”
“I saw you with those shady guys,” I said. “You’re not digging yourself into trouble you can’t get out of, are you?”
“Me? Never,” Spider said.
“Says the boy who was getting the crap beat out of him the first time we met,” I said.
“Are you dolls gonna go? Reaper is probably getting impatient,” Spider said primly adjusting his shirt.
“Just be careful,” I warned.
“I will,” he promised more seriously than before.
He turned and started putting food on a plate. I took that to be our dismissal. Alex was quiet as we made our way to the third floor. She was lost contemplating her sorrow and my words.
“I’ve been meaning to tell you…you know that guy, who got attacked along with K.J. and Elizabeth?” I said as we walked.
“Yeah,” Alex said.
“I talked to him last night. I think he could use someone, who is understanding, compassionate, and generally awesome to talk to. He was really depressed when I talked to him.”
She sniffed, wiping the last of the tears and snot from her face, and smiled. “I’ll talk to him,” she promised.
Daniel, Jackson, Margaret and Reaper were waiting for us when we got to Reaper’s room. It was the first time I had seen the inside. The room was simple, and less like mine than I had imagined. It was almost empty. There was a rickety-looking table with a chair pushed under it in the center of the room and a single, small bed pushed in the corner. Other chairs were stacked in the corner.
Daniel took my hand as soon as I entered, though his eyes lingered on Alex.
Is everything okay? he asked me.
We had our talk, I told him.
Ah.
A similar, though less informative, discussion was happening between Reaper and Alex. With one look at her face, he could see she had been crying. He asked her about it, and she denied anything was wrong. Diverting from her obvious sadness, she asked what was going on and why we had been called.
“We were discussing sending some people to check out Marcus’ camp in Alaska. It’s going to be dangerous, so we’re trying to figure out the best way to handle it,” Reaper told us. “Any suggestions?”
“Find a tank, a whole heck of a lot of ammunition and guns, and take the place by storm,” Jackson promptly suggested.
“He even managed to say it with a straight face,” I said dryly.
“I think it would be prudent to be more low-key about our arrival,” Reaper said politely.
“Why is everything always sneaking around?” Jackson complained.
“Because we’re usually always outgunned and outnumbered,” Daniel said.
“Ain’t that the truth?” I asked.
“So, you’re thinking about sending some people up there to check out the defenses, and see if a rescue attempt is even possible?” Alex asked to keep the conversation on track.
“And see if Sevier was lying,” Daniel said.
“I don’t think he was,” I said.
“That may be, but we need to approach this delicately. Lives hang in the balance,” Reaper said.
“Three people,” Daniel decided. “It’s a small enough group to avoid attention, but get the information we are after.”
“I agree,” Reaper said. “So, who do you want to send?”
“I’ll go,” Daniel said instantly.
“Then, I’m coming, too,” I said.
“Um,” Daniel said.
It was obvious from the expression on his face he didn’t want that kind of trouble for me – the getting captured, tortured, and killed, kind – but he also knew there was no way either of us could deal with that kind of separation again. If he went up there to risk his life, I was going, too.
“I’ll go,” Margaret said. “With Jackson and one of Reaper’s men. I can provide cover, Jackson knows how to scout, and whomever Reaper sends should be skilled enough to keep up with both of us.”
Her tone brooked no room for argument.
“I’ll ask some of my people and see who is willing to volunteer, though I think Preacher might be the best suited for this kind of task. He’s an illusionist,” Reaper said.
“Like a magician?” I asked.
“Like he can make the things he sees in his mind look as real as me standing here,” Daniel said.
“Oh,” I said.
The last ‘illusionist’ I had met was Marcus’ daughter. She had stuffed me in a cage and driven me to an underground room, where I had ended up killing three people. Alex had, in turn, killed her, when she had come to help me save Daniel. It wasn’t the happiest of memories to associate with Preacher.
Reaper nodded, making his decision. “I’ll see if Preacher is willing to go. If not, I’ll find someone who is. Anything else you can think to add?” he asked us.
“Don’t get dead,” I said.
“Amen,” Alex said.
That night Daniel took me on my first real mission. It was a simple mission – we were to retrieve information. I wanted to save ten people as he had, or create a new world order, or beat up some bad Watchers…whichever was easiest, but I knew retrieving information was just as important. It was the beginning of all those things.
Sara dropped us off at the shipping docks near San Pedro and disappeared with a smile. Daniel had warned me to be alert, to stay focused, but as soon as Sara was gone, I was giddy with excitement.
Daniel saw me grinning in the dark and sighed as if he had expected such a reaction. I tried to suppress my smile, but I couldn’t. I was excited to do the same sorts things he took for granted. I was ready to start fighting back for real.
“We need to go around here,” he said quietly. He pointed to a building to my right. “Try to look like you fit in, instead of like a crazy person just released from the loony bin,” he said.
“I’ll try,” I said.
His teeth flashed briefly in the dark as he returned my grin.
He led the way around the building, his eyes everywhere. He was calm, in control, alert in ways I had never seen him. I tried to mimic his body language and his calm. I felt like I wasn’t fooling anyone. My heart was pumping too fast and my eager was too obvious. We stepped in-between the building he had pointed out and another larger building and pressed our backs against the metal wall, so we could wait without being seen.
“Do you think they’re going to be okay?” I asked.
Jackson, Margaret and Preacher – who had agreed to go along almost as soon as Reaper had asked – had left with Shawn right before we had left to go on our mission. There hadn’t been any long goodbyes or tearful farewells. They hadn’t expected to be gone that long. It was a hopeful gesture I fully supported.
“They’ll be fine,” Daniel said.
“Define ‘fine,’” I said.
“Not dead,” he said.
“So maiming, limb loss, and unconsciousness aren’t included in that definition?” I asked.
“A person can survive a maiming,” Daniel said.
“I guess that’s all that matters, huh?” I asked. I looked out the gap between the buildings thoughtfully. “What are we doing here, anyway? Beyond ‘getting information.’”
“We’re going to intercept a shipping manifesto and bring it back to Reaper,” Daniel said.
“Why?” I asked.
“He asked me to,” Daniel said with a shrug.
“Oh, well, okay.”
“Clare?” Daniel asked after a moment of silence.
“Yes?”
“I wanted to ask you, without running the risk of sounding like a douche bag…”
“Too late,” I said.
Daniel made a face but he was focused on his question. “Did something happen between you and King?” he asked. He hurried to add to his question. “I’ll understand if you needed comfort after your ordeal…anyone would have…and it’s not like we’ve been together for as long as it feels. I just want to know.”
I started laughing. “Are you…are you actually jealous?” I asked.
“I get jealous,” he said. “More than you know.”
“Really?” I asked.
“Of course,” Daniel said.
“How often? Daily?” I asked.
Daniel looked at me with an expectant expression on his face and didn’t answer. His expression told me he wanted a real answer to his question.
“King and I are friends. He helped me focus on getting better, so I could find you. You should be thanking him, really.”
“I think he might feel something for you, though,” he said.
I shrugged. “Could be. I can’t really speak for other people. Just myself.”
“Fair enough.”
I took a moment to celebrate the idea that he could get as jealous as I did of him.
“I have a question,” I said finally.
“What?” he asked.
“With Jackson gone, who’s gonna train me? I have a bargain to fulfill,” I pointed out.
“I’ll do it,” Daniel said. He looked at me sternly. “If you promise to listen.”
“I promise to try and listen,” I said.
Daniel’s return smile was lopsided. “That’ll have to do, I suppose.”
We lapsed in to silence to wait. It was a long wait – Daniel had made sure we were early. Finally, I heard the sound of feet on hard stone, but no thoughts to go with the sound of walking. I knew the Watchers we had come to intercept had finally arrived. Daniel put a hand out to communicate. I took it wordlessly, aware that the others could hear us just as well as we could hear them.
Try not to kill anyone, unless it’s necessary, he warned.
I won’t, I promised. I definitely didn’t want a murder on my conscious for so little.
Don’t play hero, either, he said.
If you spend all day warning me, they’re going to get away, I thought at him.
He rolled his eyes at me and moved to the edge of the building. His body was tense and alert. I followed after him, my heart thumping excitedly in my chest. It wasn’t just adrenaline that had my heart beating an irregular pattern. For the first time in my life, I wasn’t jumping into something I wasn’t prepared for. I was fighting a battle I had chosen – one I was reasonably certain I could win. With Daniel at my side, I felt as if a part of me suddenly made sense. This was the world I was meant for. Though subduing two Watchers wasn’t an epic adventure by any scale of the imagination, it was a start. It was a beginning I had been searching for. The purpose and adrenaline fueling me, I jumped out at the men.
The fight was not a long one. Ten seconds after it began, it was over. We drug the unconscious bodies back to the building we had hidden behind, and Daniel glanced at the shipping manifesto the man he had ambushed had on him. He carefully put the paperwork back in to the man’s jacket, and we hurried away from them.
Sara picked us up not long after, in the same spot she had dropped us off. We passed through the moving dark, between the docks and the school, the voices whispering my name. I thought, when I listened closer, that the voice was really one voice, but Sara pulled me out of the dark before I could find out. I was almost annoyed with her for pulling me out. Listening went beyond compulsion; I had to know. It was important to know why they called my name. As we landed in the school, I had to remind myself of Sara’s words, not to listen to the whispered voices. It was dangerous.
Reaper wanted to speak with Daniel alone about the shipping logs when we got back. Unable to handle being by myself, when I was so full of remembered adrenaline, I went in search of Alex. She wasn’t on the third floor or the second, though I encountered someone much more bizarre than my best friend on the second.
I was passing a door I had passed many times without thought, when it opened and out stepped a woman I had only seen twice. The red eyes of Moira locked with mine as she turned to shut the door again. Beyond her, in the room, was a large silver container and what looked like the stolen items Reaper had yet to sell. I was instantly curious about the container, but Moira was the more immediate mystery. She blinked at me a couple of times, obviously wondering why I had stopped walking to stare at her.
“Uh, hi,” I said.
“Hello,” she said politely.
I jammed my hands in to my pockets awkwardly. I was curious about her, but I didn’t know where to start. The aura of power she generated was the same sort of aura Margaret generated. It was the sort of power a person didn’t mess with…unless they were suicidal.
“I wanted to thank you for standing up for the kids the other day,” I told her. “You know…to Quinn.”
She smiled briefly. “I’ve never been fond of bullies.”
“Oh, well, we have something in common, then,” I said.
“Best beware of Quinn, however,” Moira said. “He’s afraid of me…but you? Not quite.”
“I keep hearing that,” I said dryly. I pursed my lips. “Why is he afraid of you?”
“No one has told you to beware of me as well?” Moira asked.
“No…” I said.
“My reputation must be slipping,” she said. Her face changed with her mischievous smile. “People fear me because of my talent.”
“What is that?”
Her smile hadn’t left. “With proper incentive the body can be drained of blood in less than five seconds,” she said.
I wasn’t certain if she was messing with me, or not. It was hard to tell.
“Moira, you ready?” River joined us, her hair streaked with orange and red today. She smiled at me in greeting but maintained focus on Moira. It was obvious from River’s expression that she feared being rude to Moira. It was obvious, because I suddenly felt the same way.
“Yes,” Moira agreed.
River waved a brief goodbye at me and led the way down the hall. Moira’s expression as she left was more enigmatic. I thought it was likely she really was messing with me. Her smile suggested she was…
I shrugged and started to step toward the door she had left, my second curiosity taking over now that Moira was no longer in front of the door. I wanted to see what was in the box. It was an odd shape and seemed…familiar for a reason I couldn’t place.
“I wouldn’t,” Moira called to me, without turning.
I lowered my hand from the door as Ghost passed River and Moira in the hall. He nodded at me in greeting then stepped around me to go in to the room I had been trying to enter. With another polite nod, he shut the door in my face.
Figuring I had been disinvited from the party, I left the door and went downstairs to the silver room. As I walked, I thought of the container and how it had seemed more like a prison than anything else – complete with a round-the-clock guard. The part of me that didn’t do well with having a mystery dangling over my head wanted to turn around and go back to the room. The only problem was that the part of me that loved to solve a mystery was also the part that usually got me in a whole lot of trouble. I wasn’t sure what kind of trouble my curiosity would get me in now. I figured it was best not to get in a fight with one of Reaper’s generals…not unless they earned it.
Alex was hunkered over a laptop in the silver room. She waved at me vaguely when I entered, but she didn’t take her eyes away from the screen.
“Your mission go well?” she asked still not looking.
“Yep.”
I told her about meeting Moira and the suspicion I had about the box. Alex finally looked away from the computer screen.
“You think they’re holding a person in a box?” she asked me. “Doesn’t that sound sort of unlike them?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “They were just acting…”
“Hinkey?” Alex asked.
“Yeah,” I agreed. “It felt like a prison…and I know what that feels like.”
“Ask Reaper. He knows,” Alex said.
“You think he’ll tell me the truth?” I asked.
“I’m not a fortune-teller,” Alex said, returning her eyes to the computer screen.
“No, just a pain in the ass.”
“Ouch,” Alex said dryly.
The door opened, and I saw Reaper and Daniel in the hall, outside the silver room.
“What are you ladies doing?” Reaper asked.
“Talking about you,” I admitted.
“Really?” Reaper asked, his lips lifting up in to a cocky smile. He glanced at Alex then looked at me again.
“You bet,” I said. “What’s in that room you have Moira guarding?”
Reaper’s face immediately switched to neutral. It was the face he normally reserved for business and dealing with underlings. It was the face of a leader with hidden plans and agendas. It was not the face of a friend.
“I don’t want to tell you,” he said.
At least he didn’t lie.
“What room?” Daniel asked.
“A room on the second floor,” I said. “There’s a container of some sort. I didn’t get to see it for long, before I was shut out.”
Reaper had crossed his arms in front of his body. He was locked down tighter than Fort Knox. I wrinkled my nose at him and eyed Daniel. Daniel wasn’t annoyed – he was suspicious. I could tell Daniel was used to getting straight answers from Reaper – there weren’t secrets between them.
“Reaper?” Daniel asked. In that one word Daniel was able to say everything he needed to say.
Reaper shook his head. “There are some things I don’t have to tell you. There are some things that are better for you not to know.”
All three of us stared at Reaper. He took the silence as proof we weren’t buying it. Reaper’s expression cleared. He dropped his arms and his act.
“We managed to capture a prisoner the night we met,” Reaper told me.
“You’re keeping a person in a box?!” I demanded. I was mortified at the idea. A cell with a mask over my face was bad enough. A box? – That went beyond torture.
Reaper held out his hands to me. “It was her idea. After we captured her – well, I actually think she let us capture her – she agreed to give us information on Lorian’s place, in exchange for a favor. She said that the box would keep people from suspecting her motives. She’s asleep and rather comfortable, from what I can tell.”
“She?” Daniel asked.
“Let you capture her?” I asked.
“Information?” Alex asked.
“I will only tell you all those things if you sit down and Daniel stands in front of you,” Reaper said to me.
I was uncertain why he was only talking to me, but the way he said it made me nervous. A knot of tension settled in my stomach.
“Why does Daniel need to stand in front me?” I asked, stalling for time.
“Just do it,” Reaper said.
Alex stood, so I could sit in her chair. Daniel stepped in front of me. My confusion greater than the how ridiculous I found this situation I waited for Reaper to get to the point.
“When we were getting King out, a girl caught him. King thought she was going to kill him, but she didn’t. Instead of fighting, she gave up…with conditions. She tells us about Lorian – his inside operations – and we…erase her memory.”
“Erase her memory?” Alex was astonished.
“King can take away memories,” Reaper said. “His gift was how he got in to Lorian’s organization. I didn’t ask her why she wants her memories erased. I just know that is what she asked for. It’s too good an opportunity to pass by.”
“And why am I sitting in this chair?” I asked.
“Because of who she is.”
Daniel tensed in front of me. He had obviously seen what Reaper was about to say. He stopped standing in front of me so casually. I recognized the change, but it didn’t stop me from asking the next question on my mind.
“And who is that?” I asked, wishing Reaper would get on with it. I was too impatient for long buildups.
“Anna,” Reaper said.
It was one word, but it was enough.
I jumped up at the naming and lunged at him. I was angrier than I had been since Mama Dot had tattooed my foot. I saw red.
He had brought Anna here under the same roof as me and hadn’t told me? It was almost as unacceptable as the idea that Anna was as close as two floors above me.
Daniel caught me around the waist, having been prepared for my reaction, but I was too angry to allow his touch to soothe me. All I could think of was getting to Reaper – I wanted to punish him, too. Daniel’s touch changed as he felt my resistance. He fought harder to keep me away from Reaper. I growled at the combativeness of his touch. It was holding me back. It was keeping me from the blood I wanted to spill.
I raised my hand, even as I kicked Daniel’s legs out from under him. And for the first time since the night I had faced down Cobb, I let loose with a surge of fire. Reaper, who was standing in the door, jumped back and away from the flames. As he jumped, he dissolved into mist, using his talent.
I growled again and started forward, but Daniel was not as subdued as I had thought. From his place on the floor, he swept out my legs. I hit the ground hard. Daniel took advantage of my fall. He rolled on top of me and pinned me down. I struggled against him, but he was as determined as I was. His strength kept me on the floor, though my struggling was nearly as powerful as his.
“Clare!” He tried to break through my anger. “Stop this!”
“No!” I growled at him. “I’ll kill him...then I’ll kill her! I’ll kill them all!”
“Listen to yourself!” he said. “This isn’t you!”
Alex knew what I needed to hear more. “Clare…” she whispered from where she was cowering in the far corner, out of range of the fight.
I focused on her, though her voice was so low. Was she also a threat? Would she keep me from my goal? I looked her in the eyes and saw that her eyes were a milky white. Her whole body shook from the urge she was fighting – to turn in to a Nightstalker.
“I’m scared,” she added.
Alex was scared – she was close to turning, because of her emotions, and it was because of me. I took a deep breath. Then another. Daniel felt me relax, and his grip loosened. He sighed in relief and looked me in the eyes.
“Are you good?” he asked.
“No,” I said.
“Does that mean ‘yes’?” he asked.
“No.”
“You’re fine,” Daniel said dryly.
He stood and helped me up. I let him help me to my feet and thought over the source of my anger. Daniel kept his hand on my arm as I turned to look at Reaper, who had reformed in the hall. My hands were clenched in anger, but I didn’t try to kill him. He was looking at me as if he had never seen me before.
“Seems like I’m not the only one keeping secrets,” he said. His silver eyes flashed in the muted light of the hall as he looked around. “I only kept it from you, because I feared this response…When you’ve gotten a better handle on your anger, come see me. I think we have some things to discuss.”
He turned and left without another word. I listened to every step he took, fighting the desire to follow him and beat the crap out of him. I didn’t care about answers as much as I did making him pay. Alex seemed to know what I was thinking. She nodded at me once in understanding then followed Reaper down the hall. I knew she would get answers from him that I couldn’t, even if I hadn’t been so worked up.
“Well, I suppose I shouldn’t worry about you taking care of yourself,” Daniel said lightly when we were alone again.
“My powers seem to work around friends and fail around enemies,” I said. “It doesn’t really help.”
“We will work on it,” he promised.
“How about almost killing everyone in the room when I get angry?” I asked. “Do you want to work on that as well?”
“You feel things honestly,” he said. “When you feel, you feel. That can be good, but for us…well, some anger management techniques might be in order.”
“I almost killed Reaper,” I said.
“He won’t hold a grudge.”
“How noble of him,” I said.
“What you want to do?” he asked.
“I haven’t decided,” I said. “Opening that box and beating the crap out of Anna sounds very appealing…as does beating Reaper until he cries.”
“If that’s what you sincerely want to do, I’ll help you. I’ll even beat up Reaper...until he cries,” he offered.
I contemplated what I wanted.
“Let’s go somewhere…far away from here. I need space to think,” I said.
“I can do that,” Daniel said.
He led me out of the room, where scorch marks blanketed the door from the fire I had caused, and to the cars outside. He picked the car he loved so much…the ridiculous looking one, and before I knew it, we were long gone from the school.
We drove around for hours. When we finally stopped, we were at the beach. I wasn’t sure if we were north or south of the school – I didn’t really care. By the time we stopped, I had found my emotions on the subject again. I voiced them as I followed Daniel out of the car and toward the dark waves lapping eagerly against the sand.
“How could he have lied to me like that?” I asked Daniel. “He knows what Anna did. He knows…and he keeps her here?”
“Do you want the voice of reason or the voice that agrees with your opinion?” he asked.
“Both,” I said.
“Reaper captured Anna before he knew you as a person. Once he realized your relationship with Anna, maybe he thought you would have the reaction that you, uh…had, and a wedge would form,” Daniel suggested.
“I don’t like it when you talk like this,” I said.
“Like I make sense?” he asked.
“Yes,” I agreed.
He shrugged and sat down in the sand. A cool breeze played over us as I joined him. I sat as close him as possible, needing his warmth as much as his understanding. He wrapped his arm around me and pulled me even closer.
“She’s the reason I fear…fear. She made me fear being afraid,” I admitted to Daniel, meaning Anna. “She’s the reason that when I sleep I always wake up in a cold sweat, my heart pounding, the memories of my time in hell…” I shook my head. “I don’t know if I can stay in the school.”
“We have options,” Daniel reminded me.
“Yeah, well, being rich and owning a bank gives you those sorts of options,” I said dryly.
“You own half,” he pointed out.
“Don’t remind me,” I said.
“I will if I want to.”
I sighed. Leaving didn’t feel as easy as he made it sound. Having options didn’t mean they were genuine options. The Saints provided us a way in to the Watcher’s world that we had been previously lacking.
“But I can see why Reaper didn’t want to tell me…even if I don’t like it. If I had someone who had hurt him trapped in a box, I’d be a little cautious, too.”
Daniel nodded and didn’t say anything. He held me and I realized I didn’t have to make a decision about Reaper or the school right now. All that mattered was that Daniel was holding me – that was as good as perfect. If I focused on the way his arm felt around me and the sense of steady presence – a presence I knew would never abandon me no matter my choice – I wouldn’t feel all the bad things and difficult memories. The present mattered more than what would happen in the future.
I focused on that and tried not to feel overwhelmed from such a long day. I had been told once that time for a Watcher moved differently than normal time; seconds could feel like days. Today, I felt that difference.
 




Chapter 14
 

When we got back to the school, I was still uncertain where I stood on the issue of Reaper.
I walked an emotional tight-wire of indecision. My indecision was not left to fester long. Reaper was smarter than that. He was waiting for us in the gravel of the front drive as we pulled up. His face was apologetic, and his hands were tucked in his pockets – it was a gesture I was all too familiar with. It was something Daniel did when he was trying to act innocent and boyish. But he was not Daniel; his charm would not work on me.
My heart sped in remembered anger when I saw Reaper, but I managed to steady my emotions. Daniel’s hand on mine as we got out of the car helped tremendously. His thoughts encouraged the calm.
Reaper didn’t waste any time.
“First, I am sorry. Second, I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. Third, if you want Anna gone, I can arrange to have her memory erasure sped up. I was working on a…timeline but that can change.”
“Alex made you apologize didn’t she?” I asked suspiciously.
“No one makes me do anything I don’t want to do,” Reaper said. He smiled ruefully. “Though…she might have said a few things to point out my…‘lack of consideration’ and ‘my inability to act with decency and respect toward someone loyal to my cause, when loyalty is rarity.’ She also called me a ‘toolbag.’”
“Sounds like Alex,” I said begrudgingly.
I forced down some of the anger, knowing that Alex would say the things I couldn’t. She would also fight dirty, and I nurtured the idea that she probably called him worse things than ‘toolbag.’
“I forgive you for not telling me about Anna, but I don’t know if I can handle being so close to her. Not when…” I shook my head at the memories. “I don’t know.”
“When you do know…” Reaper said.
“You’ll be third…maybe fifth to know,” I promised.
“I suppose that will have to be good enough,” he said. Reaper looked at Daniel. “We good?”
Daniel nodded at his friend. “No secrets like that again, though. Next time, I won’t stop her.”
“Fair enough…speaking of that…” Reaper looked at me again. “What happened down there? Why do I get the feeling you’re keeping a secret from me…a secret that’s perhaps more deadly than mine could ever be? A secret that endangers my people.”
“Living endangers your people,” I retorted.
“That wasn’t a real answer,” Reaper pointed out.
Daniel made a decision – it was one I wouldn’t have made under the circumstances. He put a hand out to Reaper, as if he were asking to shake hands. Reaper took the offered hand with a perplexed expression on his face. The two men shared a moment of wordless communication then Reaper dropped his hand again. He looked at me with increased respect and confusion. The confusion outweighed the respect, and I sensed Daniel’s story had created more answers than questions.
“You don’t know even know how to control it, or why it happens before the change?” he asked me.
“No,” I said.
“And the fire only happens when you get mad enough?” Reaper asked.
“So far,” I agreed.
“No wonder Marcus wants you so badly,” Reaper said. “Someone who can do the things you can do, before your birthday…without even changing…you’d be an asset to whichever organization you commit to.”
“You should keep that in mind,” I said pointedly.
“I will,” Reaper agreed. “I think a priority might be to train yourself to control your power. While I’m a fan of a good scare, and a good fight, I don’t necessarily like my friends to be the ones I’m fighting.”
“Then don’t lie to me again,” I said.
“I’m going to take care of her training,” Daniel said, ignoring me. “Starting tomorrow.”
“Fine,” Reaper agreed.
“Clare and I are going to go to our room now, if there isn’t anything else,” Daniel said.
Reaper stepped out of our way, and we passed him. His eyes were worried as he looked after us. I wasn’t sure if he was worried about what my abilities meant, or if he was still worried he had upset us. I knew he thought we were strong allies, but was he also figuring out we were dangerous ones? Would he come to the same conclusion I had long ago – that I attracted trouble? Did I care what conclusion he came to? A part of me said ‘no.’ Another part – the part that had found something that was missing, when I had gone on the mission with Daniel – said ‘yes.’ Staying here meant doing something I had wanted to do for a long time. And, if anything, Anna being in a box was payback for the imprisonment she had forced on me.
I would let her rot there. She would suffer as I suffered. It was a better alternative than the one I had in mind.
That night, exhausted from the fire I had caused and the emotional upheaval that had followed, I slept for the first time in days. My dreams were not peaceful, however.
The nightmare started out like my normal nightmare – I saw a white rose fall to a bloodied floor and Daniel transformed into a Nightstalker in front of an army of demons. I saw the yellow-eyed man, who I had come to know as Marcus, watching me with his predatory eyes, through a desert landscape, with a limitless army at his beck-and-call, and then I dreamed of my time in the prison – normal nightmares.
But then they changed.
Everything went dark – it was a forever dark, with no escape, no outlet, from the blanket of blackness. I felt my body twisting and turning, searching for a way out of the darkness. I searched, I moved, but the movement was as nothing in the world of dark I found myself in. There was no escape – only time. Time lost in a void. As I struggled to find a way out, I heard whispered voices surround me. They were low and first, but grew in volume. Panic rose in my chest at the sound. I felt the voices surge and transform, to where they pulsed in time to my suddenly racing heart. It filled me up and took over all thought. I screamed out for the voices to stop.
The first thing I saw when I jerked out of sleep was Daniel’s face. He was looking at me in concern, his green eyes reflecting the sharp moonlight that was flooding my room. He had a hand on my face, and I got the feeling he had brought me back from the darkness. I wondered, as I looked into his eyes, if he had eavesdropped on my dreams. The look in his eyes told me he had.
“Is that the darkness you see when you travel with Sara?” Daniel asked me.
“Yes,” I agreed.
“It’s terrifying,” he said.
“Yes.”
He hesitated, before he asked the next thing on his mind. “You’ve seen Marcus?”
“In my dreams only. It started after you left in New Orleans. I didn’t know it was him until…”
“Until?”
“I dreamed a Hobo I met in New Orleans told me not to listen to Marcus. My nightmares have been less invasive since then, but they’re still pretty scary.”
“The man you dreamed of was right. Don’t listen to Marcus. He’s putting the visions in your head.”
I pushed off the bed. “What?”
“Marcus…he can plant visions in a person’s head…he usually does it by getting in to people’s dreams. Don’t you remember his daughter having the gift of illusion? She got it from him…all his children do.”
I looked at him, annoyed he hadn’t shared that fact earlier. “Of all the things to leave out, don’t you think that one was pretty massive?”
Daniel shrugged. “I’ve never heard of Marcus finding someone he hasn’t met before. It’s almost as if…”
“I found him, instead?” I asked.
“Maybe. You are a freak,” Daniel admitted.
“Thanks,” I said.
He moved the hand he had put on my face and touched my lips, his concern written in his eyes. I sensed him wondering what else I would find and how I had searched out something I had never seen. It scared him more than the darkness scared me. He brushed my lips gently with my thumb then stroked the side of my face.
“Do you want to go back to sleep?” he asked. “I can make sure you don’t have any more nightmares.”
I smiled at him coyly and pulled him in close. “No,” I said.
I kissed him. The feel of his lips on mine took away some of the darkness of the nightmare. He pressed his body in to mine, and I forgot about the darkness in-between worlds, and Marcus’ yellow eyes haunting through unfamiliar landscapes.
I forgot about anything that wasn’t Daniel and the moment we were in.
The next morning, we didn’t go to the workout room for our training, like I would have if I was training with King.
Instead, Daniel and I went outside, down the sharp hill the school rested on, to the ocean, where the ship I had noticed on my first day was docked. On closer inspection, the ship appeared to be an old shipping freighter, rusty and older than most of the Watchers I knew. I wasn’t sure how Reaper trusted his life to such a hazard – but then again, Watchers were notoriously brave.
Daniel made me sit in the sand near the dock and sat across from me. I raised my hand in a question, before he could start the lesson.
“What?” he asked.
“At some point in this training do I get a Rocky-esk montage scene, where I get to show how my training is finally paying off?” I asked.
“Only if you bribe the teacher,” he said.
“Awesome.”
I heard the sound of rocks sliding and an aggravated grunt. I turned and saw Alex making her way to us, with lots of tripping and stumbling over invisible obstacles. She was rubbing at her eyes and looked unhappy at the earliness of the hour. When she reached us, she plopped down in the sand next to me and looked at Daniel expectantly. She didn’t speak. We looked at her in confusion.
She grunted again, annoyed we were making an issue of her appearance.
“I want control training, too,” she said. “I’m tired of being scared of my emotions.”
“I think if I were inclined toward psychology, I could make something of that,” I said.
“It’s too early,” Alex groaned.
“You could go back to bed,” I said.
“Hush, Daniel’s about to start teaching,” she said.
She went back to looking at him expectantly.
Daniel shrugged, accepting her presence, and started with the lesson.
“This is a trick I learned from Beatrice. She taught me how to keep my mental shield up and control the anger. She used her mind control on me, but since I don’t have her gift, I’ll do it the other way.” He looked between us. “You’re going to have to let me in to your minds. When I’m in, I’m going to try and control you. Try and block me.
“I don’t know why, but this sounds painful,” I said.
“Ready?” he asked.
“Are you?” I asked back.
He put his hand out and touched me on the arm. I felt the gentle caress of his thoughts, before they turned hard and unforgiving. He started trying to winnow through my thoughts, control what I was thinking, and make visuals I didn’t want form in my mind. I fought against his control. It took me a minute but I finally managed a shield he couldn’t bust through in place. I had learned that sort of control in the pit. It wasn’t the same thing as controlling my anger.
Daniel nodded approvingly when he felt the shield.
“Good job. Do it again,” he said.
He practiced on me, until he felt I had it down pat then practiced with Alex. She seemed to master her block quicker than I had. Maybe, it was because she was more determined – probably because when she turned, she had even less control than I had.
When we were done with our mental training, Daniel made us practice mediation. We sat and we practiced thinking of nothing. It made me feel as if I was crawling out of my skin. Thinking of nothing was not my forte. After an hour of mind-numbing mediation, we practiced karate. I did so eagerly, but Alex was more reluctant.
“Can’t we just shoot them if they come at us?” she asked.
“Sure, but what if you run out of bullets?” Daniel asked.
“I’ll run away…or, you know, turn in to a monster,” she said.
“If I have to meditate, you have to learn basic self-defense,” I told her.
“Clare…” Alex started to protest.
“Alex…get off your butt and learn how to throw a freakin’ punch,” I commanded.
Her eyes wide, she stood, and joined me.
“Alright.” Daniel paced in front of us. He stopped in front of Alex and showed her how to form a fist. Then, he showed her how to punch. He told her to practice, until she got it. He moved over to me next. He knew my knowledge went beyond throwing a punch.
“Try and take me down,” he said.
“Gladly,” I said.
We danced around for a minute, before I made my move. I went in for a low kick. He danced out of the way and took me to the ground, though he was much gentler than Jackson had been as a teacher. If Jackson had taken me down, it would have been at the expense of a bruise or a cut; he didn’t believe in mollycoddling his students.
Daniel’s karate style was also very different – where Jackson had been about head-on attacks and powerful take-downs Daniel was about redirection and coming at a person from the direction they expected least. He used the other person’s momentum and power against them. It was a fluid style and so very like him.
He helped me back to my feet. As he did, I was suspicious. I put my hands on my hips and looked at him in a question.
“Do you remember when you lost that fight with Jackson and it meant we could all come with you to New Orleans?” I asked.
“Yes,” Daniel said. “How could I ever forget?”
“Did you loose on purpose?” I asked. While Jackson was a very good fighter, it was obvious from that one move – and the vision I had seen of him fighting – that Daniel was better.
Daniel’s face was a study in confusion. “Lost…on purpose? Me?”
“Uh-huh,” I said, not buying it.
He gave in to the look on my face. “You were going to follow me anyway. I figured having Jackson and Margaret to protect you was the better option.”
“Yeah, that worked out…” I said.
He made a face, aware that his plans didn’t always go the way he intended. He moved into an aggressive stance. “Again.”
We practiced until lunch. Alex learned to punch, block, and kick. Even though she was reluctant, she picked up the moves quickly. I learned Daniel’s style of fighting, adding it to what I had already learned. It was a healthy addition.
At lunch, Spider came down from the school. He had a sandwich for Alex in one hand and a coin in the other. He played with the coin restlessly. He sat down in the sand next to Alex and grinned up at me.
“You look good with a little sweat on you, doll,” he told me.
“Hush,” Alex said. “Clare’s practicing to control her inner awesome.”
“She’s done practicing for today,” Daniel said.
“Yay,” I said dryly.
I sat next to Spider and pushed him playfully. “How was stealing last night? Did you have any fun?”
“Sprint and I went out with one of Reaper’s guys. The guy might be a Watcher, but he wasn’t great at stealing. I told Reaper I wanna be on my own or with the kids only. I don’t need some dude holding me back.”
“It’s for your own protection,” I said.
“Doll, no offense, but I’ve never noticed being ‘safer’ around your kind. They usually bring more trouble,” Spider said.
“He’s got a point,” Alex said.
“He usually does,” I said.
Spider smirked and looked at Daniel. “Reaper is looking for you.”
Daniel nodded. “Okay. I’ll see what he wants.” Daniel pointed at Spider. “Flirt with my girl and I’ll make sure your ugly face is the least of your concerns.”
Spider held out his hands. “I can’t help it if she flirts with me, man. I’m irresistible.”
Daniel’s face showed his skepticism. “Right. I’ll be inside if you need me,” he told me.
He walked off, and the three of us were left alone on the beach.
“What’s with the coin?” Alex asked around her food.
Spider stopped fidgeting with it and held it up. “I found it when I got back from stealing,” he said.
“You just… found it?” I asked.
“Yeah,” he agreed with a shrug. “It was on my dresser.”
Curious, I snatched it from his hand and looked at it. It wasn’t like any coin I had ever seen. On the front was an angel with a sword in his hand. On the back were the words: You’re next. The feeling those words left in my stomach were far from happy.
“You’re next?” I asked.
“For what?” Spider asked back.
“That’s what it says here,” I said.
“Oh,” Spider said. “It looked Greek to me.”
“More like Latin,” Alex said, taking the coin from me.
“Have you made someone angry?” I asked Spider.
“Me? Please!” he said.
“I’m serious,” I said.
Spider let out a long sigh. “I may or may not be in the middle of trying to organize a certain…route for the movement of goods and this may or may not make people not like me,” Spider said.
“What kind of goods?” I asked.
“Don’t worry about it,” he said.
“Spider…”
“Weapons…whatever deadly, dangerous goods someone might need,” he replied.
“You’ve managed to do this already?” I asked. “You’ve been here three days.”
Spider shrugged. “I saw a need, and I filled it.”
“Anything else?” I asked.
He hesitated. He saw my expression and knew the truth was better than a lie. “I may have been asking my associates about a certain Watcher we mutually dislike,” he admitted. “Learning about him, you could say.”
I knew he meant Quinn. Spider wasn’t the sort to let the issue of Quinn lie delicately. It was in his nature to gather whatever information he could…so he knew the best way to handle the problem. It was possible, though, that he had asked the wrong person the wrong thing.
Alex handed the coin back to Spider. She hadn’t missed the reference to Quinn.
“I’d keep an eye out, if I were you. Someone’s not above threats,” she said.
“Most around here don’t threaten,” I said. “They promise.”
“So…I’m doomed?” Spider asked sarcastically.
“You keep me informed,” I said. “And don’t act like you don’t need help. We’re here for you.”
Spider’s face turned sad in an instant. I wasn’t sure why. “I’ll keep that in mind,” he said. He flipped the coin in the air and caught it again. “See you dolls later.”
He jumped up and headed back to the school.
“I’m gonna have a talk with Reaper…see if he knows about those coins,” I said. “Maybe, it’s a thing with the Saints – an initiation thing.”
“Did you forgive him?” Alex asked. “About Anna,” she added.
I shrugged and didn’t answer her question. “Thanks for yelling at him for me.”
“It was my pleasure,” she said.
I turned to look at the school. “I can’t believe she’s really in there. Sitting in a box…” I said. “I hope she rots in there until forever.”
“I think Reaper is planning an attack,” Alex said slowly. “He hasn’t said so, but the information I’ve been sorting has a lot to do with defenses and the like. River keeps disappearing to an unnamed location and coming back with more pictures and data for me to sort.”
“I wonder which bad guy he’s aiming to attack. There’s so many…” I said.
“Well, if Anna has a way to get close to Lorian…” she said.
“Yeah,” I said.
“I wonder what Anna wants to forget…” Alex mused quietly.
“Probably all the people she’s tortured and killed,” I said.
“Probably,” Alex agreed easily, though her face showed her disagreement. “I’m going to ask Reaper if I can get on with the attack thing he’s planning with Anna,” she said. “I want to make sure he doesn’t lie to us again.”
“You think he will?” I asked.
Alex nodded. “Sometimes it’s necessary in his position…besides, he’s got shifty eyes.”
“Shifty eyes?” I asked with a laugh.
“Something about him rubs me the wrong way,” she said.
“Something?” I asked.
“He just…” She shrugged and shook her head. “I don’t know.”
“Talks too much?” I asked.
She smiled. “Maybe. I’m going to keep an eye on him, that’s all I know.”
“I don’t doubt it,” I said.
Alex wrinkled her nose at my teasing, and we went back to watching the ocean.
Daniel and Reaper were waiting for us, when Alex and I got back to the school. They looked very somber as we approached. Alex frowned at them, while I tried hard not to react to the somber expressions. Daniel’s somber expression had never bred anything beyond fear and danger.
“What is it?” Alex asked.
“Is it true Spider found this in his room?” Reaper asked, holding up the coin Spider had showed me.
“That’s what he said,” I said. “Did he give it to you?”
“I saw him tossing it around,” Reaper said.
“And you look sad, why exactly?” I asked.
“Not sad – worried,” Reaper said. He flipped the coin as Spider had done. “We give these to people we’ve marked.”
“Marked?”
“For death,” Reaper said. “It’s a warning to others.”
“What kind of people are we talking about?” Alex asked quickly.
“Murderers mostly,” Reaper said.
“We’re all murderers here,” I said pointedly.
“Murderers who choose murder actively and willingly…without cause,” Reaper corrected. He eyed Alex at my words. I saw him contemplating whether or not I meant her as well in the ‘murderer’ category.
“So, what?” I asked.
“These don’t end up in random people’s bedrooms on accident,” Reaper said. “They end up there on purpose. Someone here doesn’t like your friend.”
“Well, he has been busy setting up his evil, thieving empire. I’m sure he’s stepped on a few toes,” I said.
I was certain Reaper knew, without me saying, about Spider’s looking into Quinn. His warning was full of double meanings.
“He needs to be more careful. I can extend my protection over him – let it be known that anyone who messes with him messes with me, but that doesn’t guarantee he’ll stay safe. ‘Accidents’ happen all the time,” Reaper said.
“You actually choose to write ‘You’re next’ on a coin, warning people you’re about to kill them?” Alex asked.
“It sounded better than ‘Die!’” Reaper said.
“Not really,” I said.
“We only give them out when we want the person to know why they’re going to be killed. Instill terror in their hearts,” Reaper said. “We don’t give them to just anybody.”
“Did you tell Spider what it means?” Alex asked.
“No,” Reaper said.
“He knew, though,” Daniel added. “He didn’t say, but it was pretty obvious.”
I nodded. “I would expect as much.”
I looked out over the sea of milling people. Which person had given Spider up? Was it really Quinn who had left the coin?
“Any idea who?” Alex asked.
Reaper shrugged and didn’t reply. His eyes told a different story. They spoke of his certainty that only a traitor would dare leave such a brazen mark in a room of someone Reaper had brought to the school. Spider was as good as under Reaper’s protection. To threaten him was to challenge Reaper. I wondered if that was the point – to force Reaper in to a fight.
“It looks as if Spider just got pulled off thieving detail,” I said. “From now on, he’s with us,” I said.
“You’re not worried about the other kids?” Daniel asked.
“Of course. I worry about them all the time. But we all know Spider can be seen as a threat. He’s smart and he knows how to get people to do what he wants. The fact that he’s already engineered a supply network is proof of that.”
Reaper’s eyes were thoughtful. “I might actually need to talk to him about that. I’m going to need a steady supply line of weapons very soon.”
“Asking. For. Trouble,” I said.
“I’m used to it,” Reaper said.
“Yeah. Doesn’t mean it can’t bite you in the butt,” I said.
“Your opinion is noted,” Reaper said.
“But will inevitably be ignored,” Daniel added.
Reaper shrugged. “I’ve got some business to attend to. Let me know how she feels about that thing…” he said to Daniel.
“We’ll be there,” Daniel promised.
Reaper nodded and walked away with a half wave. He disappeared in to the crowd.
“What thing?” Alex asked.
“Rescue mission,” Daniel said.
“She?” I asked.
“You. He found some information on the shipping logs I took. You helped me, so I figured you had the right to help me rescue the people.”
I smiled at him, pleased he had made that assumption.
That night, after a long day of anticipation and worry about what the coin meant, we followed through on the mission. We were taken to the south side of the city by Sara. The second we were dropped off, Spider left us and took to the shadows. He was our lookout. No Watcher would think about him twice; if they saw him at all. Reaper was with us. I had thought there would be more; an army of Saints to complete the rescue mission, but there was only the four of us. Reaper and Daniel moved to an alley to wait for Spider’s return. I followed them, doing my best to blend in to the dark.
No one spoke. Things were different this time, not only because of Reaper’s presence; people’s lives depended on us succeeding. I knew the costs if we failed. I had felt them first-hand.
Spider slipped back around the corner and joined us silently. “You were right. They’re here. I count five armed Watchers on the outside. Two looked well-trained...the others, not so much.”
Reaper nodded and his silver eyes flashed in the dark as he looked at Spider. “Stay here. Keep a lookout.”
Spider made a face of irritation, but he nodded in agreement. Reaper moved to the end of the building we were hiding behind and peaked out at the building opposite us. He looked back at us, and his eyes asked if we were ready. Daniel had a wicked smirk on his face. It was a smile very different than his normal kindness. I took a deep breath and nodded once uncertainly. It wasn’t that I was unsure of my skill that had me uncertain. I felt the familiar feeling of being watched. It slithered down my spine and brought questions to my mind. It wasn’t the sort of questions I wanted to be asking only seconds away from a rescue mission. I ignored the feeling, attributing it to fear, nerves, and paranoia, after everything that had happened at the school. It was the wrong thing to do.
Reaper was about to step around the corner when all hell broke loose.
Daniel’s reaction was the only thing that saved us. Just as a sharp ‘crack!’ sounded from the building above us, Daniel grabbed my arm and the back of Reaper’s jacket and tugged hard. The bullet landed in the pavement directly where I had been standing. The next sharp ‘crack!’ sent a bullet flying in to the ground where Daniel had been standing, had his gift not warned him of the danger.
We stumbled back to the relative safety of the shadows of the building. Spider was already pressed against the brick, doing his best to be invisible. At the sound of the second gunshot, the Watchers at the building we were interested in sprung in to action. A hail of bullets rang out across the streets. Some were aimed upward, toward the person shooting down at us, but others were directed at our alley. The bullets and the alley trapped us; they flew by within inches of our bodies. The only escape was through a hailstorm of lead.
Reaper moved to the edge of the alley with his body pressed against the wall. He took out his gun but didn’t fire. I sensed he didn’t want to waste his bullets. The shooter from above stopped firing as Reaper moved, and I sensed the feeling of being watched disappear. The Watchers on the opposite side of the street weren’t as aware of the difference. They kept firing. In the distance, I heard sirens start, a sign that if we didn’t move fast innocent people would get mixed up in the violence.
“Getting in a shooting match with them is useless,” Daniel whispered to Reaper. “We need to go. This mission is done.”
“Suggestions?”
“Use your talent…go through that building. Draw their fire. I’ll get Spider and Clare out of here. We’ll meet you on the back side of the building.”
Reaper nodded and disappeared in a puff of smoke. The smoke moved through the building we had pressed our backs against, and a moment later I heard gunshots from the opposite side of the building. The Watchers across the street focused their gunfire there. Daniel didn’t waste any time. He grabbed hold of Spider’s collar and pushed him to get him running. Spider took off like an arrow. Daniel grabbed my hand and pulled me after him. We moved out of the alley, made a sharp left turn, and ran for our lives. The bullets trailed after us.
Spider was well ahead of us, his feet flying out behind him as he ran. Daniel trailed after me. I sensed him using his body as a buffer against the bullets.
It felt like an eternity to make it to the intersection. We didn’t slow once we made the turn. We kept running, circling back to the back of the building. Reaper was waiting for us. As we passed him, he joined us silently. The shooting from the other building faded in to the background as we ran. The sirens grew closer.
On another street, three blocks over, Daniel slowed down. Reaper had put his gun away, but his hand lingered near it. They were both tightly wound – nervous. Spider was just as nervous; his eyes raked the buildings and streets for sign of the person who had fired at us. I was less nervous…more angry. Around my anger I recognized a pattern I couldn’t forget.
“It’s just like the night Elizabeth was attacked,” I said to no one in particular. “Attacked during a mission and caught in the crossfire. It looks like the spy struck again…Only now I’m pissed.”
“You can say that again,” Daniel said.
“Now I’m pissed?” I asked.
“No…the spy struck again,” he said.
He winced in pain and touched his left shoulder. I saw a large hole in his back where silver blood dripped silently down from a small wound. We hadn’t gotten away as cleanly as I had thought. I stopped walking and tried to force his hand away from the wound, but he wasn’t having it. He moved away from my touch.
“It’s fine. The bullet went straight through. Nothing to worry about. It’ll heal in a minute,” he said.
“You make it sound like you just got a flat tire instead of, you know, being shot,” I said, slapping him on the hand to make him move it.
“I’m fine,” he repeated, still refusing to move his hand.
Reaper stepped to my side and forced Daniel’s hand away. Daniel’s hand dropped from the force of Reaper’s hand, and Reaper and I leaned in to look at the gunshot. Reaper saw more than I did.
“You’re right. It went straight through. It’s going to take longer to heal than you think – you got silver in there. You need to stop the bleeding,” Reaper said.
“I’m trying,” Daniel said.
“Here.” Spider held out his ratty jacket to Daniel.
Daniel took it without a word and held it to his wound. He nodded gratefully at Spider, who looked embarrassed to have helped.
“We should keep moving,” Reaper said. “Unless you need to rest?” he asked Daniel.
“No,” Daniel said, tying the jacket around his shoulder.
“This is ridiculous,” I said, pacing around a fire hydrant to keep from looking at Daniel. “Your spy problem is out of control.”
“There’s nothing we can do about it right now,” Reaper said. “We should get back and worry about it there.”
“Yeah, if the spy hasn’t burned down the school and killed all the Saints,” I said.
“That’s number three on my list of nightmares,” Reaper admitted.
“Are we walking or not?” Spider asked.
He was also pacing restlessly. I sensed him thinking about the coin he had been given only hours earlier. It was a coin that had marked him for death. He obviously did not believe the shooting was an accident.
“Yes,” I agreed.
Reaper and Daniel started down the street. Daniel kept his hand on the shirt, though he didn’t look otherwise bothered. I paced after them, still lost in thought, while Spider brought up the rear. He obviously didn’t like how exposed we were, and his eyes darted around the streets in constant nervous alertness.
“You should call your people and have them pick us up,” Spider said after a moment. “Or were you planning on walking us back to the school?”
“I don’t call Sara or Shawn, unless I’m certain the area is safe,” Reaper said. “Let’s put a little more distance between the building and us.”
I didn’t care how we got back. I was still focused on the spy. My anger at Daniel’s injury and fear made it an easy focal point. “How did the spy know we were there?” I asked. “Did you tell anyone?” I asked Reaper.
“No. I usually tell my people when I go out, so they feel like there is a level of transparency, but I haven’t been lately, what with the risk of the spy. You two were the only ones who knew what we were doing,” Reaper said.
Reaper glanced at Spider. It was an involuntary action but one that let me – and Spider – know what he was thinking.
“Hey, man, don’t blame me for this! No way. You think I want a bullet in the brain?!” Spider asked.
“I didn’t accuse you of anything,” Reaper said.
“Don’t insult my intelligence,” Spider said. “I’m young, not stupid…I don’t let things slip. I don’t lose all sense of reason just to brag, like a lot of your fighters. Besides, you didn’t tell me I was coming on this mission until right before we left. You think I broadcasted it all over the school in that short amount of time?”
“You hang out with some people I wouldn’t trust to water my plants, let alone hang out with on a regular basis,” Reaper said.
“Aw, they’re a good sort if you give them a chance,” Spider said dryly. “They know me better than you do, it seems. My sort has a code of honor. They know I wouldn’t risk my neck in a moment of carelessness. It’s a good lesson you learn on the streets.”
“Spider…” Daniel started to say.
“Spare me the referee act,” Spider interrupted him. “The dude is accusing me of leaking information to a spy, simply ‘cause I’m the only human here. His prejudice is overwhelming.”
“I’m not prejudiced against humans!” Reaper exclaimed. “I help them.”
“You only help humans because it makes you feel magnanimous…or makes you feel better about the fact that you look down on us,” Spider replied. “You do it for you, not us.”
For some reason I felt as if he weren’t talking about Reaper. It felt directed at another Watcher, who had abandoned him for seemingly no reason. Eli had left deeper scars than I had thought. Spider seemed to realize he had given his thoughts on Eli away. He went back to watching the street and didn’t say anything else.
“What if no one is leaking the information?” I asked around the awkward silence.
Daniel and Reaper exchanged a strange look but didn’t elaborate.
“How do you mean?” Daniel asked.
“With all the Watchers out there and all their skill-sets, isn’t there a single one who can track people really well? It could be they’re just finding us after we leave the school…”
Daniel and Reaper exchanged another look. It was as if I had confirmed something they had already discussed.
“What?” I asked, not in the mood for cryptic looks.
“There are Watchers who can track people, yes,” Reaper said.
“And?” I demanded.
“I was trying not to make any judgments,” he said.
“There’s a time and a place for not making judgments. One of those times is not when you’ve just been shot at,” I pointed out.
“Quinn has the ability to track people,” Daniel told me, craning his neck to check his wound again. “It’s why he’s so valuable. He can find people for Reaper…Watchers are easier for him to find, but people in general are easy, too.”
I frowned. “Well, that fits. I don’t think he would cry much over any of us dying…especially Reaper. It seems like he’s after the Saints…and Spider.”
“The only way the Saints would let him take control is if he fought me man to man. If I just died, it would be more likely River would take over,” Reaper said.
“Well, maybe she’s in on it, too,” I said. “Or he’s planning on killing you all from the top down, until there’s no one left but him.”
Reaper sighed. “This is exactly why I can’t let my suspicions run away from me. If I suspect everyone, it will cause more problems than it can solve.”
“What are you waiting for?” I asked. “Just challenge Quinn. Seems like you can take him.”
“If I challenge him for no reason, it will look like I fear him. He is gaining support in the group – his brutal methods make sense to most of our kind. I can’t show weakness, or the others will start to doubt my abilities to lead and will abandon the group…or worse, side with him. I need people, if I am to succeed with the plans I have in mind.”
“How do you plan to deal with it?” I asked.
“I have to get proof, without looking as if I actively am searching out proof. He has to show his mistakes, show his hand, then feel forced to confront me. There’s no other way,” Reaper said.
“How about I challenge him?” I asked.
A cold surge of happy adrenaline surged through my body. Fighting Quinn would be satisfying. It was something I had wanted for a while now. It wasn’t just that he was a bully and an ass; I was suddenly certain he was the one who had shot Daniel. He wasn’t going to get away with that – not while I still had breath.
“Absolutely not!” Daniel said.
“It has to be my fight,” Reaper agreed. “People will know why you are fighting him…”
“And will think you’re trying to get out of a fight, by sending me to fight him…” I said unhappily.
“Exactly,” Reaper agreed.
“Passive aggressiveness seems like a dangerous way to go,” I said. “Especially if more bullets are pointed in your direction…or Daniel’s.”
I didn’t mean for it to sound like a threat, but, somehow, it did. Reaper shrugged, while Daniel smiled his boyish smile at me. Apparently he liked me threatening others on his behalf.
“I’m stuck,” Reaper said. “I need him in the group for his powers, but I also need to get rid of him, if I am to continue with the plan I have in mind.”
“What plan?” I asked.
“The one that involves ending the war,” Reaper said.
He didn’t have to say the plan that involved Anna; I could sense the truth from the expression on his face.
“So what do we do?” I asked.
Reaper made a face. “I don’t know.”
“I know that we don’t need to discuss it here in the middle of South Central,” Daniel said. “I think it’s safe to call Sara now.”
Reaper pulled his phone out and hit speed-dial. As he talked, I thought over what had just happened. From what I knew of Daniel, and from the expression on Reaper’s face, I knew that the attack would not be something I would be forced to dwell on long. They would find a way to get payback. And if they didn’t take care of business soon, I would.
I had never felt more committed to violence in my whole life.
 




Chapter 15
 

The school was quietly buzzing with electric energy when Sara dropped us off. Whispers and worried conversations floated down the hall. I sensed everyone wondering who would be bold enough to attack Reaper. I sensed their uncertainty and their fear. It made them doubt things they shouldn’t doubt – like if it was safe to stay. Reaper was just as aware.
He stepped in to the middle of the crowded hall, off the room Sara had set us down in, and spread his arms wide. His face was full of amusement.
“Come now, you can’t get rid of me that easily.” He smiled as the others laughed. His face lost some of its amusement as he spoke again. “Yes, it is true we were ambushed. Believe me when I tell you that I will find the person responsible, and they will pay. There is nothing to fear...it is like any other fight gone bad. And we’ve sure seen plenty of those.”
People’s conversations started to buzz around again; his words soothed some of their anxiety. The hidden message was that the danger would not last long. No one missed it.
Ethan, Cora, and Sprint were gathered next to one of the large windows, doing their best to stay out of the way of the others. Their faces, more than the others, reflected their worry. I realized - if the attack had been successful - there would have been no one here to make sure they were safe. I wasn’t even entirely certain where Alex was, or what she was doing. Our lack of communication could have been their undoing. Spider went to them and they gathered in a small circle of seclusion, checking in and going over what had happened. Even Twitch was hanging on to Spider’s every word.
I pulled Daniel out of the way of the others and in to an alcove. I made him sit on the edge of a window and took away Spider’s tattered jacket. He allowed me to look, the expression of pain on his face overdone for my benefit. Now that he was safe, he wasn’t above hamming it up. I looked at his shoulder, feeling helpless. I had done nothing to prevent his wound. What if the shooter had been a better shot? It would be his body burning on the pyre. He noticed my expression and dropped the act. He put his hand over mine, a silent gesture that everything was okay, that he was okay. It made me feel better, but I still had worry.
“Daniel…” I said, dabbing at the silver blood with the jacket.
“Yes?” he asked, watching me with serious eyes.
“I need a car.”
His eyes lit up. “I thought you would never ask.”
I shook my head. “Not for me. For the kids. If something goes sideways again, I need to know that they have a way to escape the school. I need something that will fit all of them, something that Ethan or Spider can drive.”
“Neither have a license,” he reminded me.
“Oh, gosh, really?” I said. “Cause that’s stopped them so many times before…”
He smiled at my sarcasm. “I’ll take care of it.”
“Thank you.”
“I need a favor in return,” he said.
“In that case, I take back my ‘thank you,’” I said.
“Fair,” he said.
“What is it?” I asked.
He reached in to his pocket. His face was a curious mixture of hope and doubt. I wasn’t certain where the contradiction was coming from, or why he looked so unlike himself in his doubt.
“After tonight, I realize waiting around for fate to catch up to us is dangerous…I…”
Just as he started to pull his hand out of his pocket, Elizabeth and River came out of the room that held Anna. I hadn’t realized we were right in front of it. The people crowding the corridors had made me lose track of location. River waved at me as she passed, a small smile on her face, while Elizabeth looked too angry to notice anything. They kept walking toward the stairs, not stopping to talk.
Moira stood in the door for a moment and watched them as they left.
“What’s up with her?” I asked Moira.
“She just found out about the attack,” Moira said.
It felt like a partial truth.
“Oh,” I said.
“She’s been trying to find the spy,” Moira added thoughtfully. “It’s dangerous. Searching for someone who does not wish to be found is a good way to die a quick death.”
My eyes widened. I wasn’t sure what message Moira was sending: to be careful or to not look for the spy – because she was the spy and she would kill whomever came looking. Daniel’s face was impassive, but I sensed him wondering the same thing.
“The traitor must be found, if Reaper is to continue his mission,” Daniel said.
“Yes, but blundering around, as Elizabeth is doing, will not end well. She is foolish to be so obvious,” Moira said.
“We’re all foolish at times,” I said.
Moira’s lips lifted up in to a half smile. It was a smile of knowing; it was a smile filled with caution.
“Indeed.” Her eyes moved beyond us, to where Elizabeth and River had disappeared down the stairs. Her expression was strangely sad. “I must get back.”
She gestured toward the room and the box I had been avoiding looking at; the box that held Anna.
“Certainly,” Daniel agreed.
I had more questions, but Moira had already shut the door. Daniel stood and looked down at his shoulder. The wound was starting to shut, though it looked as if it was having a difficult time healing the way it should. He rolled his shoulders, putting his injury to the back of his mind. It wasn’t the only thing he put to the back of his mind. Whatever he had been about to say to me, he didn’t mention again. The moment was lost.
He stood and started toward the stairs, searching out a change of clothes and a shower.
“How has Elizabeth been blundering around?” I asked as we walked.
“She’s been asking around about the attack…not being very subtle about it,” Daniel said.
“How not subtle?” I asked.
“Your kind of not subtle,” he said.
“I knew I liked her,” I said.
“What happened?” a new voice interrupted us.
Alex met us outside her room. She held a phone in her hand, and it looked as if she had just heard about the attack. Her x-ray eyes were filled with worry and tension. They held a worry I hadn’t seen shaped in her eyes before. It went beyond ‘normal.’ I wasn’t sure who she was worried about; her blue eyes were a mystery.
Daniel told her about the attack, his details vague enough so I didn’t feel as if I were reliving the moment but vivid enough to give her the big picture. She stared at the wound on his shoulder as he spoke. Her worry intensified with the proof of his injury.
“Holy frak!” she said. “So that coin was for Spider after all?”
“It was for all of us, I think,” I said dryly.
“And do we still think it’s…”
Quinn appeared at the end of the hall, as if he had known she was about to say his name. Behind him were the two flunkies, who followed him everywhere. They were mocking Reaper’s speech, insulting him openly. When Quinn’s eyes connected with mine, he smiled. It was the sort of smile that said ‘I’ll get you next time.’
My first thought was of Daniel and how close the bullet had come to taking him from me. Quinn could threaten me all day long, but to threaten Daniel? Unacceptable. His expression reinforced the fact that Daniel’s life hung in the balance, so long as Quinn was breathing. Anger surged up at the thought.
Burning, skin-tingling, heat surged through my body. The heat channeled through my skin and a film of dangerous haze swirled in front of my eyes. It was the sort of haze I knew was deadly. Daniel, who was holding my hand, felt the change.
“Clare…” he warned me.
I ignored the warning. The building started to shake. Parts of the ceiling started to fall to the floor. Quinn and his bodyguards rocked in time to the shaking building.
“Get out of here!” Alex yelled at Quinn. “Go!”
Quinn had lost his smug smile. He pushed his bodyguards out of the way and hurried to the stair door. His retreat wasn’t enough to stop me. I started after him. The shaking of the building grew worse. Without hesitation, Daniel circled around me to block my path. I started to move past him again, but he put his hands on either side of my face to stop me.
“Stop,” he commanded.
I glared at him. His green eyes were unrelenting. They bored in to mine unflinchingly. They told me to calm down; to not take vengeance. Not like this. Not now.
His eyes said enough. I remembered his training. I remembered my commitment to control. I focused on my breathing; I focused on not killing everyone in the building. Another breath and I felt my racing heart calm down. One more breath and the building stopped shaking. Daniel kept his hands in place, to see through our connection if I was really calm. I finally nodded at him, and he smiled. I sensed he was proud of me; it was the first time I had controlled my temper without a fight.
“Well, that was exciting,” Alex said.
“You controlled it,” Daniel said encouragingly.
“Define ‘progress’ – the act of not making a building fall down,” I said dryly.
“How did he get back here so quick?” Daniel asked, staring after Quinn. “If he is the one taking shots at us…how was he here?”
“Sara or Shawn would have had to have taken him,” Alex said. “Both were out.”
“If they are on his side…” Daniel said.
“Imagine if they decided to leave someone in that dark void they walk through…” I said with a shudder.
“Did you guys feel that earthquake?”
Spider and the kids had come to find us. Their eyes were wide with excitement and fear. Spider had found another jacket, one that looked way too big for him. It looked like Reaper’s.
“Yeah, we felt it,” Daniel said.
“I’ve never felt a real earthquake before!” Cora said.
“Do you think they’ll be another one?” Sprint asked. “What are they called?”
“Aftershocks,” Ethan said.
“No seriously,” Sprint said. “What are those things called when the first earthquake ends?”
“Aftershocks,” Ethan repeated.
“I don’t think so,” Sprint said.
“I’m hungry,” Cora said as Ethan’s lips formed a rebuttal.
“It’s Spider’s turn to fix something,” Ethan said.
“I was just almost killed,” Spider pointed out. “I deserve a freebie.”
“No way, dude…The only way you get a freebie is if you actually die,” Ethan said.
“Oh, well, thanks,” Spider said.
“Fair is fair,” Ethan said primly.
They walked off, leaving Daniel, Alex, and me in the hall again. I was staring at Daniel, Daniel was staring at the ground, and Alex was biting her lip and staring out the window.
“I need to talk with Reaper,” Alex said.
“What good do you think that will do?” I asked.
“Maybe nothing, but I need to understand. The more we know, the better we can deal,” she said.
“Okay,” I said.
She walked away, still lost in wherever her thoughts had gone. I sensed not all of her thoughts were about the attack; something else was bothering her. Daniel crossed his arms and continued with the biggest worry on his mind.
“We need to find out if he had help. Sara and Shawn can be dangerous allies to have. If Quinn owns them…”
“You’re the charmer,” I said. “You could get them to confess.”
He smiled briefly. “I’ll see what I can do. Just be aware of the possibility, and don’t take anything for granted.”
“I’m aware that the Saints aren’t as trustworthy as I had hoped,” I said. “On several counts.”
“Mmmhhh,” he agreed. He stepped past me and headed for our room. “I’m going to shower and change…then we have training,” he said.
“Can’t I call a near-death experience as an excuse not to train today?” I asked.
I wanted to spend time with him that didn’t include testing the outer limits of what I could do. The attack had made me doubly aware of how tenuous time could be.
“No, because that just makes me realize how necessary training is,” he said.
I sighed, and accepted the fact that there was no escape from training. The look on his face told me I would lose should I argue. He felt too passionately about what he was trying to accomplish by training me. There was no defense against such passion.
I met him at the beach, after his shower. The wound on his shoulder was completely healed, and it was almost as if the attack had never happened. Almost. His actions gave away the fact that he was thinking about it. He was quiet and tense, lost in plans and questions as he joined me. I broke the silence first.
“Have you gotten word from Margaret or Jackson yet?” I asked.
“No,” he said. “They’re not going to risk what they’re doing by calling me, before they have information.”
“I hope they’re okay,” I said.
“There are three people in this world who I know will always be okay, Margaret and Jackson are two of them,” he said. “They’re survivors.”
“I’m sure you weren’t thinking that when our hotel in New Orleans burned down,” I pointed out.
He shrugged and didn’t reply.
“Who is the third person you know will always be okay?” I asked curiously.
“Your mom,” he said.
I was surprised. I laughed in disbelief. “Ellen?”
He nodded. “She’s got a sense for when to leave, when to stay and always manages to survive. She’s the reason you managed to say hidden for so long, remember?”
I agreed. “True.”
He pulled me away from the water and forced me to face him, to begin our training. The seriousness of our conversation, the worry from the attack, was obvious on his face as he looked at me. I knew he was about to train me as hard as he could – I was about to feel the wrath of his worry. I took a deep breath and prepared myself for an exhausting morning.
 

By the time noon rolled around, I was tired, mentally and physically, my arms ached from sparring and exercising, and I was fighting the images he had forced in to my head as part of his mind control exercises. Despite my exhaustion, I was grateful for Daniel pushing me so hard. I knew it was for a good reason; a reason I agreed with.
Alex didn’t join us for the training. I figured she had thrown herself in to her data sorting, the attack making her feel like she had to be doing something to help. She couldn’t stand being helpless…almost as much as I couldn’t stand sitting idly by when someone was in danger.
When the sun was fully overhead, Daniel stopped my lesson and directed us back to the school. As we were walking the stairs to our room, talking quietly, I heard my name called. It was a strong call, forceful, demanding I pay attention.
CLARE!
I turned at the sound, expecting someone to be directly behind me. The staircase was deserted. There wasn’t even the normal traffic coming from the common area to the stairs. People were still mulling over the attack, fear making them hunker down and seek out the company of friends they trusted. But the feeling of being watched was pervasive. I frowned at the stairs, wondering if someone was messing with me. I was certain it had been my name and that it had been close.
“What?” Daniel asked, also looking down the dark stairs.
“Did you hear that?” I asked.
“No,” he said. “What did you hear?”
“My name,” I said.
“Maybe someone in the school is talking about you,” he suggested.
“Maybe…”
A shiver went down my spine as the feeling of being watched grew stronger. I was certain we weren’t as alone in the hall as I thought. I knew turning invisible was possible, but if there was someone invisible hanging around, why would they have called my name? It didn’t make any sense. I shook my head at the feeling, deciding to blame my exhaustion and the long night of worry on the moment. It was better than admitting I was going crazy.
“If he’s building a following, letting him gain the momentum seems stupid,” I heard Alex say from somewhere on the stairs, distracting me from the oddness of the moment. “You should do something now, before the situation escalates and more of your people die.”
“Should I kill him in his sleep?” Reaper asked back. “Would you prefer that?”
“Well, no…”
“So what are your ideas?” he asked. His voice was forceful – a challenge.
“I dunno; exile him from the kingdom or something. Who cares what the others think? If they want to do good, they’ll stick around. You don’t want the other sort around you anyways, do you?”
“How exceedingly naïve,” Reaper said.
“Guilty as charged,” Alex said.
“Now you sound like Clare,” he chastised her.
Daniel and I turned the corner and saw them sitting on the steps. They were angled toward each other, though they were both full of combative tension. The feeling of being watched faded as I saw them. It was a good distraction, particularly since Daniel was staring at me as if he had never seen me before.
“Why, that almost sounds like you were insulting her by calling her me,” I said playfully to Reaper.
Reaper blinked a couple of times in surprise, as if we had snuck up on him. He obviously wasn’t used to people surprising him. He moved his legs, so that he was no longer angled toward Alex.
“I…” he started to explain.
“He was,” Alex agreed, interrupting him.
“Do you feel insulted?” I asked her.
“Only mildly,” she said.
“That’s a comfort,” I said.
“We should talk,” Reaper said hastily changing the subject. He was looking at Daniel.
“Alright,” Daniel agreed.
Reaper stood, still nervous about insulting me, and the pair walked down the stairs. Daniel gave me a look that spoke volumes as he walked away. I didn’t need the look to know he was wondering if he had trained me too hard and I was starting to hear voices because of it. It was a look that told me he had questions. I didn’t have answers.
“How’s the shoulder?” I heard Reaper ask Daniel as they walked away.
“It aches, but I think it’s going to be fine,” Daniel said.
“Three inches over and you’d be a corpse,” Reaper said.
“Don’t remind me,” Daniel replied.
“Let’s go to the common area,” Alex said, pulling me away from their conversation.
“Why?”
“Because watching people helps me not think,” she said.
“Why are you not thinking?” I asked.
“Because it hurts my brain,” she said.
“Reaper problems?” I teased.
She didn’t reply, but her face said ‘yes.’
The common area was full of Watchers who were still talking over the attack of the previous night. Some stopped talking about it when they saw me but most didn’t. They were oblivious to the fact that I had been there. To them, what mattered was the attempt on Reaper’s life and how it impacted their sanctuary.
In the corner of the room, Ghost, Grace, King, Spider, Shawn and a couple of other Watchers were playing a game of poker. They were joking happily and throwing insults around with casual familiarity. Thiers was the only group that wasn’t talking about the attack, though I sensed it weighed heavily on their minds. Spider in particular looked nervous, though I only noticed it, because I knew him. I could tell he was only sitting in on the game to collect information…to see if someone else had been in on the attack.
Alex sat on an unoccupied sofa in the far corner, where she could watch the whole room. I sat next to her and shut my eyes in exhaustion. My training with Daniel had worn me out, but I sensed Alex needed the company, even if we didn’t talk. I rested, while Alex stared around at the masses. I heard people occasionally call out to Alex, people who had obviously learned of her ability to listen. I heard her call back happily enough, though I felt her shifting uncomfortably on the sofa with restlessness unlike her. Her tension and her thoughts were obvious, but so was her unwillingness to talk about whatever was on her mind. I left her to both – she would talk when she was ready.
I heard a frustrated sigh, and I opened my eyes again. “This isn’t working,” she admitted.
“And?” I asked.
“Let’s go back to your room. I wanna take another crack at your grandfather’s book.”
“Kay,” I agreed easily.
I followed her out of the common area and up the stairs. The sounds of the school followed me as I walked. I heard the conversations, the flirting, the moving around, but it was one conversation in particular that caught my attention. It stood out, because it was hushed and full of angry tension.
“I talked to Shawn, Quinn. He said he set you down in Compton last night. That was more than close enough to get to Reaper, take a shot, and get back in time for Shawn to pick you up again.” I recognized the voice as Elizabeth’s.
“Are you accusing me of something?” Quinn asked dangerously.
“No, I’m asking you. Did you have something to do with it? And did you kill K.J.?” she asked.
I put a hand on Alex’s arm to make her walk slower; I wanted to pinpoint the location of the voices. The conversation pulled me toward the third floor. A strange feeling permeated my body – it was the feeling of looming confrontation.
“I don’t have to take this harassment,” Quinn said.
“Tell me the truth!” Elizabeth demanded. “K.J. was my responsibility! She died on my watch. Mine! Just tell me if you had something to do with it…Tell me if you are really after the human boy…the one they call Spider.”
There was a long pause of silence. I held my breath as I waited for him to respond. Would he really admit to it?
I should have known better.
The silence shifted, and I heard the dark sound of flesh hitting bone. The sounds changed intensity, and I realized they were fighting; they were fighting as only Watchers could – with terrifying, deadly force. I wasn’t sure what was happening exactly, but I had seen enough of Quinn’s fighting to know he was skilled. I didn’t doubt Elizabeth’s abilities, but I knew Quinn had a killer instinct. He would show no mercy.
I pushed back the door to the stairwell, a confused, though tuned-in Alex hot on my heels and saw the fight come to its horrifying conclusion. Ducking under a punch, Quinn pulled a knife out from his boot and pushed it straight through Elizabeth’s heart in one fluid motion. She gasped in pain and surprise and looked down at the silver steel, as if she couldn’t believe he had really stabbed her. She was facing me, so I saw the light leave her eyes. She started to mouth something to me – the truth she had learned – but died before she could.
I pulled my knife out of my boot. My adrenaline and anger surged out of control. I didn’t form fire or make the building shake; I was too shocked by the death to do anything beyond step in front of Alex and raise my knife in a warning. I knew if he came closer, I would do what it took to defend her – I would find the power. My necklace burned warm against my skin.
Quinn turned when he heard the sound of the door swing shut and looked at me coldly. He pulled the knife out of Elizabeth’s chest with the sick sound of crunching bone and turned the rest of the way to face me. His eyes showed no pity – nothing beyond determination. I saw in his eyes that he was not sorry for her death. To him, he was simply surviving. He would keep surviving, and that meant killing anything in his way. That meant killing two girls who had overheard him murdering Elizabeth.
“You walked through the wrong door,” he said.
“Why did you kill her? For power? Greed? Because you want the Saints?” I asked. “What silly reasons to take a life.”
“She attacked me,” Quinn said. “I was merely defending myself.”
“I heard you two arguing!” I said. “You killed her because she figured out you were the one who killed K.J. You were the one who shot at us last night.”
“Now, that is a pity,” Quinn said.
He started forward, his blood-drenched knife held low. He was capable and calm; he maintained his emotions. I took that to be a bad sign.
“Clare…” Alex said in a low voice filled with fear.
“It’s okay,” I told her.
I took a deep breath and willed the power to come. My necklace burned hotter against my skin at the urge to protect Alex. It was the first time I had tried to will the power to come, instead of reacting to it after I got angry. I felt a slow build-up of power.
The door behind us opened suddenly, distracting me and disrupting the slow-building energy I had created.
I had been so focused on Quinn, and the murder I had watched him commit, that I hadn’t noticed the sound of footsteps coming up the stairs. Daniel, followed by Reaper and most of the poker game, filed out in to the hall. I maintained my focus on Quinn, even as I cursed myself for losing the energy I had built up.
Daniel stepped beside me. Quinn was obviously more intimidated by Daniel than by me. His eyes narrowed in thought; his surprise at seeing them was not so overwhelming that he didn’t have a lie handy.
“This human attacked Elizabeth then attacked me,” he told the group, before I could speak. He pointed at me with his knife.
“That’s a lie!” Alex said. “He killed Elizabeth. She found out he was the one who killed K.J. and attacked Reaper.”
“Why would I do that? I’ve been loyal to the Saints for two years now. This…girl has been with us for under a month. She’s obviously a spy sent by Marcus or the brothers to cause discord.”
I started laughing. “You picked the wrong person to make that lie up about,” I said.
Quinn looked confused, but he wasn’t switching his story.
“We found Clare diving in to the ocean to escape Lorian,” Reaper reminded him. “She’s the last person in the Saints to be a spy.”
Daniel hadn’t taken his eyes off of Quinn. “Why does your knife have blood on it?” he asked Quinn, keeping the conversation focused on the facts, instead of accusations. He obviously thought the facts would trap Quinn in his lie.
“This isn’t my knife,” Quinn replied. “I came upon the scene and, needing a weapon to defend myself from the human, I grabbed this one from Elizabeth’s chest.”
“That sounds awfully convenient,” Daniel said. “Clare just happens to have two knives? Everyone knows she only carries one. And…you needed a knife to defend against…a human? Has your strength deserted you?”
“Elizabeth is dead and you are accusing me of murder?!” Quinn demanded, indignant. “Your murderer is there!” He pointed at me with the bloody knife.
“Do you know the definition of ‘red-handed’?” I asked him, looking at the knife he was pointing in my direction.
Quinn ignored me. “Reaper, I demand you do something!” he said.
“Excuse me?” Reaper asked in a quiet, dangerous voice.
More people had flooded the hall during our conversation. Elizabeth’s death scene had become a full-blown showdown. As she bled out on the floor, the future of the Saints hung in the balance. Quinn’s eyes narrowed when he realized he had an opportunity of a lifetime. I saw his mind thinking over power plays. It might have been ahead of schedule, but he had to make a move against Reaper or face looking weak. He scanned the faces of the generals in a question then nodded, as if he had gotten confirmation of something. I was suspicious, but I didn’t take my eyes off of him.
“This girl has killed one of our own; a girl barely part of the Saints. Elizabeth has been with us for years…” Quinn said.
“Elizabeth has been with me for years,” Reaper corrected. “She was here before you.”
“Of course. You are right. Her service has been profound. To not avenge such an honored member of the Saints is a crime,” Quinn said.
“Yes,” I agreed.
Quinn was in full stride. He was performing and was oblivious to my insults.
“Do you really mean to say that you are going to trust her,” he pointed the knife at me again, “and him,” he pointed the knife at Daniel, “over your loyal, long-term followers – we who have been with you for years, who have given our all to see the end of the war? Is our sacrifice, our service, so little? Has the shiny quality of their friendship distracted you from the greater goal? Where were they two years ago…three years ago when we stood by your side and fought to save our kind?”
Reaper eye’s flashed with passion, but he maintained his cool.
“The greater goal is always my priority. It will always be my priority. But today, all I see is a man holding a knife used to kill Elizabeth. What else can I think, but that you had something to do with her death?” Reaper asked.
“You should trust me!” Quinn said.
“Why should I trust you over her?” Reaper asked gesturing at me. “Or Daniel? Why is their loyalty less? Time? Or the fact that they bring humans in to the Saints?”
Quinn’s face betrayed his agreement. Reaper had hit Quinn’s soft point.
“If you do not believe me, then I am forced to demand satisfaction! Punish her for this crime or pay the consequences!” Quinn demanded.
“What consequences are those?” Reaper asked.
“The deadliest kind!” Quinn said, still angry and lost in the moment.
“Is that a challenge?” Reaper asked.
“If you don’t kill this girl for her betrayal, then, yes, I feel obligated to uphold Elizabeth’s honor!” Quinn said.
Reaper’s slow smile was positively evil. It was the first time I had seen him appear so happy to be so angry. Quinn had walked in to the trap after all.
“What I see before me is a man trying to cover up a murder. He was found holding the murder weapon and threatening these two innocent women. These two are humans…and, while Clare certainly can fight, I see no reason for the scene I saw when I got here, other than that Clare was telling the truth. You betray all of the Saints with your power-mongering in such dangerous times as these.”
“Betrayal! Ha! I fight for the Saints…it is for them I have made the allies I have made and set us on a course for victory!” Quinn said.
“Quinn…consider your words,” I heard Grace caution.
Quinn’s eyes flickered with doubt, but he didn’t back down. “I have!” Quinn said. “He questions my loyalty and through me he questions all of our loyalty. It is time we had a leader who does not need to question any person’s loyalty!”
King stepped forward at Quinn’s words and took control of the situation. I sensed a grand formality in his actions; it was a formality based on tradition. It left me wondering how many challenges he had witnessed.
“It’s settled, then. Quinn has challenged Reaper. That challenge means a fight in the arena. The challenge must be answered at dusk. Grace…Shawn, you two will stay with Quinn and make sure no one tries to threaten or harm him until the fight. Daniel and I will provide the same service for Reaper.”
I heard the sound of shoving, and River pushed her way through the swelling crowd. Behind her were Moira and Sara. All three of them looked at the still form of Elizabeth in shock. River wasn’t as concerned about politics or fighting, as Reaper and the others seemed to be. She was concerned for her friend. She brushed past us, heedless to the knives we were clutching, and knelt down at Elizabeth’s side.
She checked Elizabeth’s pulse then let out a long exhale of sadness. She took Elizabeth’s bloody hand and held it gently in a goodbye. Sara looked angry and confused at what she saw. Shawn touched her arm to explain in private what had happened. I wasn’t sure how Moira felt – it was impossible to read her face.
“A challenge has been issued?” Moira asked King in a curious voice.
“Yes,” King said.
“Fine,” she said. She looked around at the crowd and at me. I had yet to lower my knife, my distrust of Quinn not allowing me to lower my guard, despite being surrounded by people. “What’s done is done…Let’s take care of our friend,” she added.
Her tone suggested there would be no more arguing. Everyone took the subtle threat seriously.
Reaper and Quinn separated – Reaper with a long look at Elizabeth and River. Moira and Sara joined River and moved Elizabeth to a more peaceful pose. I finally lowered my knife. The rest of the crowd started talking about what they had witnessed. Many of the Watchers hurried away to spread the news to the others. The crowd pushed against me, and I lost Alex in the sea of bodies.
Daniel did not immediately follow Reaper. He turned to me and touched me on the shoulder. His touch was concerned; his eyes asked if Quinn had hurt me.
“I’m fine,” I told him in response to the unasked question.
“No…anger?”
“I was working on it…but no,” I said.
He nodded in understanding. “I think Reaper would like to talk with us.”
I laced my fingers through his and let him create a path through the crowd. People melted out of his way, and we gained the relative freedom of the stairwell.
“How did you know I was up here?” I asked.
“I saw a vision of you and Quinn fighting,” he admitted. “I didn’t know about Elizabeth…if I had gotten here sooner…”
“You and me both,” I said.
Daniel stopped me and grabbed my hands, forcing me to look at him.
“I want you to consider something,” he said.
“I will not call you Johnny Steele,” I said.
“That was certainly a reference,” he said, his eyebrows lifting up in amusement.
“Yep,” I agreed. “What do you want me to consider?” I asked more seriously.
“A lot weighs on this fight…more than you think. If Reaper loses, Quinn will be in control. We will have to make a quick exit. Perhaps…”
“No,” I said. “I’m not going to run away. Reaper needs support. Running away says that I don’t trust his fighting ability. Plus, he’s sticking his neck out on my word that Quinn did what I said he did. I can’t leave.”
“Alright,” he agreed.
“The kids should probably take a drive, though,” I said. “I told you they’d need a car…”
“I’ll borrow one from Reaper, for the interim. He won’t mind,” he said. “Now…tell me exactly what happened.”
I didn’t feel like saying it out loud. The shock of seeing Elizabeth looking straight at me as she died, and the feeling that I had only been seconds too late, weighed heavily on my mind. Voicing the story meant voicing the guilt. I showed him through my thoughts. He watched the visuals carefully, a frown dominating his face with the memory I forced in to his mind.
When we got to the silver room, King was standing guard outside. He looked bothered and more than a little harassed.
“Your friend has quite a mouth on her,” King said. “I thought she was all sunshine.”
“Oh…” I said, remembering I had lost track of Alex. “Did Alex come down here?”
“I’ll say. She’s inside with the boss-man, now. I didn’t want to let her in, but she, uh, convinced me otherwise.”
“I wonder what’s got her worked up?” I asked Daniel.
Daniel shrugged and opened the heavy door to the silver room.
My question was answered almost immediately. Alex and Reaper were standing in the middle of the room, directly in front of the table. Alex was pointing her finger at Reaper, and Reaper had his arms crossed defensively. Alex’s voice was full of angry skepticism and scathing doubt.
“You are just fight-mongering! You practically walked him in to that challenge! It’s stupid and childish! A duel to the death in some ancient ritual of male, thickheaded pride! Dueling was outlawed for a reason! You think you’ll prove your virility through fighting him?! Get more girls to lay at your feet in adoration? Here’s the conquering hero!... It’s barbaric! It’s not for the good of anything, beyond your own selfish pride! For honor! Ha! My foot has more honor!”
Reaper was not intimidated by her sharp, blue eyes or her lawyer voice. He was not willing to allow her words to change his mind.
“What do you think, then?! I should let him get away with murder?! I should let him walk all over the Saints? He would run the Saints in to the ground! He would use as his own personal vehicle, and he would end up twice the monster Marcus is! I will not let the Saints be used to such ends!” Reaper yelled.
“So it’s about you reputation…the pride you have in the Saints. The Saints deserve you! They can’t be run by anyone beyond the magnificent Reaper! I’ve yet to hear one thing come out of your mouth beyond the things that concern your stupid reputation!” Alex retorted.
“Just because you don’t agree with it, doesn’t mean it isn’t valid! Alex…the goddess who knows what’s good for everyone, all the time! Except for the fact that she can’t seem to run her own life, beyond trailing after those more powerful and more skilled!”
Alex was shaking with her anger. I wasn’t sure if she was shaking because she wanted to hit him, or because she was getting worked up enough to change. I couldn’t take the risk.
“Alex…” I said.
“What!” she demanded.
“You’re angry. You should go get some air. I’ll call him some names for you.”
She glared at me. The light overhead reflected off of milky white irises. She saw the fear and trepidation in my face and took a deep breath. She glared at Reaper again.
“You’re a bigger liar than I thought,” she said to Reaper.
Without waiting for a reply, she stormed past us and down the dirt hall leading to the stairs.
Reaper was just as angry. He moved over to the desk and, with his back to us, slammed his fist down on to the wood surface. The table broke in half, its contents falling to the floor with a resounding crash. He stood over the ruined desk for a moment, breathing heavily.
“Are you finished?” I asked him.
“Don’t tell me you agree with her,” Reaper warned me. “I’m not in the mood.”
“I don’t agree with her, actually,” I said. “If this wasn’t your party, I’d be down there kicking some butt,” I said.
Reaper sighed and some of the anger drained out of his body.
“Alex is just worried,” Daniel told Reaper.
“She has a funny way of showing it,” Reaper said.
“I’ve only ever seen Alex yell at people she cares about,” I said.
“Care!” Reaper scoffed.
A knock came from the open door. We all turned and saw Moira and River outlined by the frame.
“What is it?” Reaper asked, gaining back his composure as quickly as he had lost it.
The two women stepped inside the room and carefully shut the door behind them.
“First, you have our support,” Moira said. “We side with you…I will gladly challenge Quinn, should you fail.”
“Thank you,” Reaper said.
“Second?” Daniel asked.
“We came to caution you,” Moira said. “River was Elizabeth’s confidant before she died…”
River looked sad, but she was in control of her emotions – what she had to say was more important than her sadness.
“Before she died, Elizabeth told me that she thought Quinn was being used,” River added.
“Used?” Reaper asked.
“She had no doubt Quinn was the one to pull the trigger and to take K.J.’s life, but she was also convinced that someone was making him promises. Someone with a lot of power,” River answered.
“Define ‘power,’” I said.
River seemed to understand what I was asking.
“Not physical ability…clout…can fulfill any promise. The ability to makes dreams come true, either daydreams or nightmares one…” River said.
“Reaper is the most powerful person in the Saints,” I said. “Trying to make yourself look good by staging a fight?” I teased him.
“Not likely. Elizabeth was my friend,” Reaper said.
“The possibility that Quinn is not the only…traitor among us is something we should all consider,” Moira said.
“Thank you for passing on this information to me,” Reaper said. “If you hear anything else…”
“We will keep our ears open,” River said. “I owe it to Elizabeth.”
Reaper nodded in appreciation, and Moira and River left. When the door was safely shut again, Reaper let out a long sigh.
“I’m a failure,” he admitted.
“Why?” Daniel asked.
“The mission of the Saints was that it would be an organization that operated under the radar of the brothers and Marcus, but provided hope and new lives to our kind. Spies…traitors…the Saints have turned in to nothing more than a power play.”
“It’s also a group that rescues thousands of people each year, including me, and, one that has more people who are loyal to the cause than against it,” I pointed out.
“One roadblock is not a failure,” Daniel agreed.
Reaper grunted noncommittally. “What do you think, Daniel? What’s our next move?”
His question made me realize how much Reaper had come to depend on Daniel in the short time we had been around. It was illuminating – and made me realize that the Saints needed Daniel as much as Daniel needed the Saints.
“Fight Quinn, win the fight and carry out the mission you have been planning. If all goes well, it’ll be the beginning of a new beginning for all of us,” Daniel said, as if it were as simple as the words it took to speak the deeds.
Reaper laughed, throwing his hands up in amused acceptance. “Fine. Sounds good, my friend.”
Daniel held out his hand. “You will win this fight, Ash, I promise.”
Reaper shook Daniel’s hand, and I sensed a private message pass between them. Daniel acknowledged the message with a knowing twinkle in his eyes then turned to the door. He held it open for me. I hesitated before leaving. I searched for the proper thing to say. It felt impossible. Would the next time I saw him be as Quinn was killing him?
“Quinn is ambidextrous,” I blurted out, as Reaper stared. “He tries to hide it, by favoring his right side, but he’s brutal with both hands. I’ve seen him in the training room…So, don’t let him fool you.”
“I won’t. Thanks,” Reaper said.
“Yeah,” I said.
I moved beyond Daniel to the dirt hall, and left Reaper to prepare for his fight in private. As Daniel shut the door and moved to stand on the opposite side from King, I couldn’t help the feeling that he was locking Reaper away in his tomb. He was foretelling a future where Reaper died and we were left to run away…again.
I had to hope that Reaper had earned his leadership the old-fashioned way and that his fighting skills were incomparable to any Watcher I had ever met.
The alternative was deadly for all of us.
 




Chapter 16
 

Alex was crying.
I heard her before I saw her. She was in an unused classroom, sitting on a desk, when I tracked down the sound of her tears. She didn’t look surprised to see me. I sat down next to her, and she put her head on my shoulder. Her tears kept tracking down her face.
“I like him,” she admitted.
“I figured,” I said.
“He’s going to die,” she said.
“No,” I disagreed.
“He’s going to fight Quinn in a fight to the death,” she pointed out.
“I have faith Quinn will be doing all the dying,” I said.
“Faith!” she mocked me.
“What else do you call hope?” I asked.
“Hope,” she pointed out.
“Eh,” I said. “Honest time?” I asked her.
“Go ahead,” she said.
“He’s not Eli. He’s not perfect, but he’s not Eli. You might have joined with Eli, but you have a choice with Reaper. Don’t waste the choice, because of fear,” I said.
“Eli! What a mess he’s left of us!” she said.
“No kiddin,” a voice said from the doorway.
Spider and the kids were hovering in the hall. They looked worried at the sight of Alex’s teary face. Twitch came forward and put his hand on her face in silent support of her emotion. She smiled at the touch and picked him up. She cuddled him close and wiped away the last of her tears. Twitch smiled and touched my hand briefly in a ‘hello.’
“Do we need to beat someone up?” Ethan asked her.
“I’ve got too much of that going on as it is,” Alex said.
Cora was still focused on the mention of Eli. She twisted her red around her finger in restless emotion. “Do you think Eli’s okay?” she asked. “Do you think he thinks about us?”
Alex and I exchanged a look. “Yeah, I’m sure he does think of all of you,” Alex said.
“He just didn’t like us enough to hang around,” Spider said spitefully.
“Just because he has personal problems doesn’t mean he doesn’t love you,” Alex told them.
“Then, he’s weak,” Spider said. “Running away is weak.”
“Speaking of running away…” I said. “I need you guys to go away for a little while.”
“Because of the fight?” Sprint asked.
“Yeah,” I agreed.
“I’m not missing that for the world,” Spider said. “I’ve already got a betting pool going on the winner.”
“And if Reaper loses?” I asked.
“You just told Alex you don’t think he will,” Sprint pointed out.
“Eavesdropping is a nasty habit,” I said.
“We’re thieves and con artists…eavesdropping is the least of our nasty habits,” Sprint said.
“Could you do it as a personal favor?” I asked. “For me?”
“What if you get abducted again when we’re not looking?” Cora asked.
“I’ll try not to,” I said. “Please? I know Ellen would love to meet you all…and she can get Naomi to make you guys the best pancakes in the history of the world.”
“History of the world?” Ethan asked doubtfully.
“Part one,” I agreed.
“Huh?” Cora asked.
I sighed. “Never mind. I need a yes or no,” I said. “Will you ignore my very personal favor, or will you hang around and potentially put everyone, including Twitch, at risk?”
“Nice,” Alex complimented me.
“We’ll go. But only for the pancakes,” Ethan said.
“Okay. I’ll call Ellen and let her know to expect you. Do you think you could drive there?” I asked Ethan.
“Please!” he said, looking affronted.
“Sorry. I’ll write down the address for you. I’ll call you when it’s safe to come back.”
“Okay. We don’t have to leave right this moment, do we?” Ethan asked.
“No.”
“Okay, 'cause I think they’re having that girl’s funeral in a minute. She died fighting that mean dude, so we should probably, you know, hang around and pay our respects,” Ethan said.
“That’s very thoughtful,” Alex said.
I thought they might have really been hanging around as support for Alex. It was obvious Twitch’s presence was calming her down considerably. Ethan hadn’t survived so long on the streets by not being able to read people.
People started filing by the door in groups and singly. There was a gap in the people walking and another group went by carrying Elizabeth. There was no singing; no Preacher to sing a final dirge for the dead. People did their mourning in private. The silence was deafening.
While the funeral mimicked K.J.’s in the tradition and ceremony surrounding it, there was a profound difference. The circumstances surrounding it made it impossible to fully focus on the sadness of Elizabeth’s murder. The intrigue and the fear gripped people more than her broken body being carried out to a lonely pyre. I heard people talking about Quinn and Reaper’s fight in low tones, hushed out of respect, but full of worry for the future of the Saints.
I stepped behind the last of the people, to pay my respects; the kids and Alex followed me. I listened to the conversations around me, wondering if the unsaid things I was thinking was on their minds as well. If Quinn won, how would our world suffer? How would the humans suffer? The idea weighed me down.
The crowd gathered around a hastily erected pyre as Elizabeth was set down. River took a silver lighter with angel wings on either side out of her pocket. River’s blue eyes filled with pain as she spoke.
“Elizabeth believed in two things: courage and loyalty. She died defending both. We must remember her for her dedication, her bravery and her commitment to truth… On a personal note, I encourage you all to remember her loyalty and to whom she entrusted it. She would not like for her death to encourage you to forget that our mission is about hope and freedom. Those two things matter more than ego. That is what we stand for. That is who we are. Remember Elizabeth and remember how she died.”
The lighter flicked to life. River touched the flame to the wood. The flame surged up, engulfing the wood and the body in a matter of seconds. River pushed her way through the crowd, unwilling to watch Elizabeth’s body burn. Moira followed after her. The silence around the fire was palpable.
I couldn’t bare it. The same guilt that had attacked me earlier plagued me again. If I had been quicker, Elizabeth would still be alive. I should have done more. I should have listened to my instincts.
I turned away from the funeral and went to where Daniel and I trained. I sat down in the sand and watched the shipping barge bob in time to the waves lapping against it. I was there for only a minute when I was joined by another. Instead of Alex, who I had been expecting, it was River. She sat down next to me and looked out over the barge.
“It’s not your fault,” River said.
“It’s not yours, either,” I said. I laughed once, without humor. “We should throw an ‘it’s not your fault’ party, so we can all feel better.”
River smiled. “Maybe when Quinn is dead.”
“Maybe…”
“I came to warn you specifically,” River said.
“About what?”
“You know all that business about Elizabeth suspecting someone else holding Quinn’s leash…”
“Yeah?” I asked.
“Elizabeth only suspected someone, because she overheard Quinn talking about you on the phone. It sounded as there was a plan in motion. This challenge could be part of it.”
“The only group who would plan out an elaborate capture is the Seekers. They’re the only ones who track people down, so to speak,” I said. “They tracked me for two years once.”
She looked intrigued by the news I had been tracked for so long, but unsurprised I had chosen the Seekers as the culprit. “The thought has crossed my mind,” she agreed.
“Awesome,” I said.
“Just be careful…and stay with your friends. I know you can fight, but don’t take any chances you don’t have to.”
“I usually don’t have to take chance anywhere. It doesn’t matter who I’m with or where I’m at, chance finds me,” I said.
“So you should be doubly careful,” she said. “I do not wish to bury anymore friends.”
“Yeah, me neither,” I agreed.
River looked at me with an expectant expression on her face. I realized she wasn’t going to leave, until I returned to the school. I sighed and stood, accepting her protectiveness as par-for-the-course after what had happened with Elizabeth. Everyone would be feeling more protective; it was only natural; even more so for River, if she held some unspoken debt to Elizabeth’s mission.
River was only content when I was in the common area with the kids and Alex and surrounded by members of Reaper’s generals. The generals, excluding those guarding the doors to Quinn and Reaper, kept moving from one group to the other, to discuss what had happened and to go over their next move. They encouraged the lesser members to be strong and wait out the fight…they encouraged loyalty.
I watched them, wondering if a traitor was in their midst. Shawn had admitted to Elizabeth to taking Quinn to Compton, but that could have been in the hopes that Quinn would kill Elizabeth; it could have been a setup. If I had to suspect Shawn, didn’t I also have to suspect Sara? They were twins, inseparable when they weren’t carting people to their various destinations. If one was betraying the group, the other had to be involved. But why did that feel too easy? Preacher was gone, but what better alibi than being away? He could run things from a cellphone. River seemed adamant, but could her story of another spy be a means to trick me later? Moira was impossible to read…King had been at Lorian’s house when I had first met him. They all seemed like likely suspects; the nature of their work made suspicion only stronger.
The doubt, the questions, circled my mind for hours. It had me feeling tense and a scowl dominated my face. The kids maintained their banter and joking, to keep things light, but even they didn’t mess with me or try to pull me out of my thoughtful repose.
Finally, as dusk descended on the school, the kids left, taking with them their laughter and their distraction. The number of people at the school swelled in size as others from all across L.A. came to watch the fight – even those who normally kept to secluded lifestyles were curious what would happen. Word had spread quickly and there were more than a few people interested in the outcome of the fight.
It was as the new people mingled in with the familiar faces that I realized Spider hadn’t left with the kids. He ran around the room, making connections and forging deals. I contemplated forcing him to leave, but I knew him better than to think it would do anything beyond make him more determined to stay. He had made up his mind…just like I had made up mine. I would just have to keep an eye on him once the fighting started.
Not long after the kid’s departure, the Watchers in the room started to move out of the common area in pairs and groups. They moved down the halls, creating lots of noise throughout the school. Jokes, music, playful flirting and banter circled the fall air. The feeling in the air was charged and full of excitement; it was almost as if I was the carnival or some other festive event. I got up, to follow them to the source of their coming amusement, but Alex didn’t move.
“I can’t watch it,” she admitted when I turned back for her.
I understood the feeling.
“Okay,” I said.
She bit her lip but didn’t answer. I could tell she wanted to change her mind and join me, but her anger and her fear kept her in place.
I joined the people moving downward, feeling odd at leaving her alone. I had to see, though. I had to know how the fight turned out. Ahead of me, Spider circled around people, collecting bets on the match. He looked completely natural – everyone accepted his presence, as if he had always been a part of the Saints.
Daniel and King were gone when I got to the dirt tunnel. The silver door was open and empty. The ruined desk was the only proof that Reaper had been in the room. I followed the crowd through the tunnels, curious about the one room in the school I had yet to see. My curiosity was not disappointed.
The doors that led to the arena were massive. Silver and a foot thick, they stretched up ten feet from floor to ceiling. They were open but transmitted a feeling of magnitude, respect, and ultimate appreciation for how serious the Saints took what happened inside. Though the people were festive and cheerful, as they walked the dirt hall, they knew the consequences of the fight well. The doors were a reminder.
Inside, the dirt hall opened out to a large circular chamber. Rows of seats surrounded a dugout pit that was closed in by silver barbed wire. The seats were dug out of the earth and topped with concrete. At full capacity, the room looked as if it could hold four hundred. From the way people were starting to line the back of the room, I knew that the room was maxed out beyond capacity.
I looked around for a place to sit, figuring I would end up lining the wall as well, and saw Daniel wave at me from a bench at the bottom of the stairs. Next to him were Reaper’s generals. King sat on his right, while an empty seat was to his left. No one dared approach Daniel to take the seat from him.
“I saved you a seat,” Daniel said when I joined him.
“Thanks,” I said.
I sat next to him and took his hand. His thoughts were calm and confident, surprising me. He did not harbor the same doubts I did. I wondered if it was because of a vision, or trust in Reaper’s abilities. I would have liked both. He looked back at the milling crowd, searching for a familiar face.
“Alex?” he asked.
“Didn’t want to come,” I said.
“Ah,” he said, as if he had expected as much.
River stood as he spoke. The people in the room stopped talking and took what seats were left as she did. She didn’t say anything to calm them; they knew it was time. Expectant excitement filled the air. On the opposite side of the room, I saw the two men who followed Quinn everywhere. They had smirks on their faces, as if they thought they were about to inherit the world.
When the silence had spread to even the most enthused of the crowd, River spoke. Her voice was quiet and precise, but everyone in the room heard her words.
“There has been a challenge issued today. The fighters must fight to the death. And, as Quinn is the challenger, Reaper has been given the choice of weapon. He has chosen knives. Use of talent is not permitted – to do so is to forfeit. We abide by the rules of the fight. It ends here,” she said.
The heightened tension of the room swirled around me. I felt my heartbeat increase with her words.
“Bring them out,” she commanded.
Two doors on opposite sides of the pit opened at the same time. Reaper walked out of the door to my left, while Quinn walked out of the door to my right. They were both stripped to the waist and were carrying silver knives. Reaper’s dog tags were around his neck, a contrast to his pale skin. He didn’t look up at the crowd; he kept his eyes focused on Quinn.
Quinn, however, waved to people, as if he were about to perform something a lot less deadly. I felt my hands clench at his smile and his obvious disregard for the life he had taken. No one cheered as they entered; the room remained silent and still. It was a great pause before the coming storm.
Reaper stopped exactly in the middle of the circular pit and waited for Quinn to stop waving at people. He held his knife casually in his hand, but his muscles were coiled tightly, ready to move at a second’s notice. Quinn stepped in front of him, his knife held just as casual. He coldly smiled at Reaper, a threat hidden in the depths of his eyes. Reaper smiled back, the threat in his face more evident.
They stared at each other for a moment. Then, without warning, Quinn lunged forward. His knife slashed at Reaper’s belly. Reaper jumped out of the way of the blow and returned with his own slash. Quinn ducked the blow and returned with a kick to Reaper’s legs. The kick connected. Reaper hit the ground with the force and used his momentum to roll out of the way of Quinn’s follow through lunge. Reaper rolled back to his feet and waited for Quinn to attack him again. Quinn obliged, jabbing at Reaper’s throat with the knife. Reaper stepped back in time to dodge the blow, but not entirely. The knife cut in to his chest and silver blood started leaking from the wound. It was nothing more than a serious scratch, but enough to make Reaper angry.
He lashed out at Quinn as Quinn recovered from the blow and a gash appeared on Quinn’s arm. Quinn moved out of range of Reaper’s next attack, a jab that was a bit higher, and looked down at his bleeding arm. He almost looked shocked he had been hurt.
Reaper charged Quinn without pause, and the pair hit the dirt. Quinn caught Reaper’s wrist as Reaper made for a low jab. Quinn returned with his own jab. Reaper caught Quinn’s wrist, and they fought for the upper hand. They rolled on the ground kicking at each other, trying to keep the tip of their opponent’s blade from coming in contact with their skin.
Reaper finally kicked Quinn off of him. Quinn rolled on to his back, the wind knocked out of him. Reaper didn’t hesitate. He moved to Quinn and stabbed him in the chest. Reaper pulled the knife out and stabbed him again. Blood bubbled to Quinn’s lips. Quinn tried to say something, but his words were cut short. His body went limp and his eyes lost their light.
Reaper rocked back on his heels. His back moved in time to his heavy breathing. A low whisper floated through the arena as people talked about the dramatic conclusion of the fight. It felt so sudden.
Reaper stood. The blood from his chest wound dripped down to his stomach. His black hair had come out of its rubber band and the left side of his face was covered in dirt. I had never seen him look so human.
“Is there anyone else who would like to challenge me?!” Reaper yelled to the room.
The whispers cut off abruptly.
“This is your last chance! After today, there will be no more challenges! The Saints is my group…my vision! Not his!” He pointed at Quinn. “Not yours! If you don’t agree with that vision, leave! I will not tolerate this sort of backroom betrayal again! So, is there anyone who would like to challenge me?!”
He waited a long moment. His eyes swept the crowd for dissenters. I saw him look directly at the pair who normally followed Quinn. Both men looked at the ground, their faces full of fear.
“Good,” he said. “Because now, more than ever, I need you on my side. I need brave people, who are committed to the mission of peace I have always stood behind. We are about to take on the brothers. We are about to end the war and stop the hunting. What we have always fought for is about to become a reality. Are you with me?”
The room erupted in to cheers. People jumped to their feet to show their support. Those who didn’t agree with Reaper’s vision were either pretending or quietly slipped out of the arena, before anyone remembered their opinions from before the fight.
I clapped along with the others and stood as Daniel stood. Reaper accepted our cheers with a small smile; then he bent down and took hold of Quinn’s shoulders. He pulled Quinn’s body on to his shoulder and walked out of the pit. Conversations took the place of the cheering. People started moving toward the exit as they talked. Spider started running through crowd collecting money as he went.
“Talk about an easy con!” he said. “Always bet on the guy who grew up stealing from people. It’s a sure win!” He chortled as he passed us.
“He’s got a point,” Daniel said, gently pushing me toward the door.
“I know I always bet on the street kid,” I agreed.
“Are you flirting with me?” Daniel asked.
“I guess I am…in a weird way,” I admitted.
“Yes,” he agreed.
I let out a long sigh. “I’m glad that went the way it did,” I said.
“Me, too, as I promised Reaper I would challenge Quinn should he loose,” Daniel said. “He trusts Moira…but, well, I am his oldest friend.”
“Really?” I asked.
He nodded.
“Well, how’s that for a piece of news?” I asked dryly, feeling doubly grateful Reaper had won.
Alex was waiting in the room that held the secret stairs. It was the closest she had allowed herself to come to the fight. She was pacing out of the way of the crowd; she walked from one wall to the other, twisting her hands in circles. When she saw me, she stopped pacing. Her eyes said everything.
“Reaper won,” I told her.
She took a deep breath and nodded. “Okay.”
“He told the crowd there would be no more fights…the Saints are his group, and if they didn’t agree with how he ran things, they could leave,” I added, knowing she would be interested in that detail.
She bit her lip, her blue eyes sparkling with an excited light. I thought she might have been fighting the urge to smile. She grabbed Spider by the back of the shirt as he passed by. He swore at her, thinking her one of the Watchers. She put her arm around his shoulder to keep him in place.
“Apologize,” Daniel said.
“Sorry, doll,” he apologized to Alex. “I thought you were someone else.”
“I forgive you,” she said.
“What a fight!” Spider said. “The others will be mad they missed it.”
“I’m sure they will be,” I said.
“I guess I won’t have to look over my shoulder anymore,” Spider said.
“You always look over your shoulder, regardless if there’s a threat or not,” I said.
“Yes. But I had reason for my paranoia this time,” Spider said.
“True,” I said.
Daniel stopped walking abruptly and turned to stare out a window. I stopped, too, and saw where he was looking. Reaper had built his own small pyre for Quinn far enough away from Elizabeth’s to respect the circumstances of her death. He was standing beside the fire, his head bowed in thought. His back was full of tension and determination. The light of the flickering fire cast his body in to strange shades of orange and red. As we watched, River joined him in the light. Her face was serious and her body was just as tense. She put a hand on Reaper’s, and they watched Quinn burn together.
Alex, who had also stopped to watch, turned away at the sight of them holding hands. Her pace was quick as she walked away, but Daniel and I caught up with her again. Spider had disappeared with Alex’s distraction – I presumed it was to collect on more bets.
“It doesn’t mean anything,” I told her.
“They’ve been together,” she told me.
“How do you know?”
She pointed at her eyes. “I see what I see. I can’t stop it, just because I don’t like what I see.”
“Alex…” I started to offer her another explanation, but she wasn’t in the mood.
“I spent some time looking over your grandfather’s book, while I waited to see if the world would end,” she told me.
“Oh, yeah?” I asked, accepting her change of subject.
“Has Ellen ever made mention of a family sword?” she asked.
“No. I would have told you if she had.”
“Well, apparently, in the dark ages, the Michael family was given a gift. It was a sword that a great warrior reportedly used in battle. It was given to your ancestors in return for saving the warrior’s life. The only reason I mention it is because your grandfather made mention of it, as if he had it in his possession…he was sort of bragging about it.”
I shrugged. “The house is the only family heirloom I know about,” I said.
“Huh…” she said.
“Besides, a sword doesn’t change anything,” I said.
“Well, it could have been the reason he hid the book,” Alex said. “To hide mention of the sword.”
“But where’s the sword? Shouldn’t it have been with the book?” I asked. “And what makes it so important?”
“I haven’t gotten that far. Your grandfather doesn’t write in a linear form. It’s more like a journal than anything else,” Alex said. “He made the book in order of his discoveries, not in order of your family line.”
“Oh,” I said.
“Did he give any kind of description of the sword?” Daniel asked. He was obviously more intrigued by the news than I was. His eyes were narrowed, but bright, as if the mention of the sword had meant something.
“Not yet,” Alex said.
“We’ll just have to keep reading, I guess,” I said.
“You mean, I will have to keep reading, since you don’t seem that interested,” she said.
“You try reading something written by a grandfather, who didn’t want anything to do with you, because you’re a sin against God,” I said.
Her face was instantly apologetic. “Sorry,” she said.
“Let’s go somewhere,” Daniel interjected.
“Now?” I asked.
“It’s about to get noisy,” Daniel said. “People are going to be celebrating Reaper’s victory…”
“I could show you my city,” I said.
“You guys want to be alone?” Alex asked.
Daniel and I shared a look. It was obvious she was still upset over the scene between River and Reaper.
“No,” Daniel said.
We walked outside to the cars. People were scattered across the front drive of the school and more were pulling up in cars. Music blasted from the third floor and from the cars. Reaper and River walked around the edge of the building as we got in to one of the sport’s cars. They didn’t seem to notice us at all.
Alex kept her eyes on the floorboard as Daniel drove around the cars blocking the driveway. Her expression of doubt was something I had never seen on her usually in-control face. In the rearview mirror, I saw Reaper finally notice us. His expression enigmatic, he watched our car until we disappeared out of sight.
We stayed gone until it was almost dawn.
By that time, the party had settled down. People were still hanging around the school, but it was more of the regular crowd. Bottles and trash littered the gravel yard and a couple of people were passed out on the front stairs. I wasn’t sure what kind of wild party had Watchers passing out on the front stairs, but I was glad I had accepted Daniel’s offer to leave.
As we were passing Reaper’s room on the third floor, the door opened. I saw Reaper by the door and the rest of his generals sitting on chairs inside. His expression told me he had been waiting for us. He was clean and fully dressed – the fight was only a memory. It was strange to realize it had only been hours ago when he had killed a man in a duel to the death. His eyes were serious, though he refused to look at Alex.
“Would you care to join us?” Reaper asked.
“Are you having a tea party?” I asked.
“Board-game night for the murderous inclined,” Alex said quietly.
Reaper’s mouth twitched as if he wanted to laugh. He didn’t. “We are planning an attack. We would like your opinion.”
“Of course,” Daniel said.
Reaper moved back to give us room to enter. Alex hesitated in the hall. The argument was still fresh on her mind. She wasn’t sure she was as welcome as we were to sit in on their mission planning. She wasn’t sure she was as important to the planning.
“Please, come in,” Reaper said quietly to her.
She stepped through the door, without looking at him. Reaper shut the door behind her and stepped around Alex, close enough that he brushed against her. She looked affected by the touch, but still refused to meet his eyes. He sat on a chair and waited for us to sit down. Alex refused, preferring to stand near the door. I sat in a chair next to King, and Daniel sat on my other side.
“We were just talking about our planned attack on Lorian’s,” Reaper said.
“The one that involves Anna?” I asked, trying to act casual, though my hands were clenched.
“Yes.”
“You’ve decided to move forward?” Daniel asked, taking my hand. His thoughts told me to wait and see what they had planned. To calm down. My anger wasn’t as hidden as I thought.
“With Quinn out of the way there is no reason to not go ahead,” he said.
River shifted in her seat. She obviously didn’t agree, but she didn’t say anything.
“What’s the plan?” Daniel asked.
“Anna has told us that Lorian will be in town for the next month. We know he will be there, and we know that Anna has the ability to get back in to the house. She has told us that it is not uncommon for most of Lorian’s people to not know what the others are doing. She can get us through the front door, though Lorian will know she has been missing. But…if she can get to Lorian, whomever we send in with her can make sure he gets what he deserves.”
“And who are you going to send in with her?” Daniel asked.
“I couldn’t risk my people’s neck on something I wouldn’t do myself,” Reaper said.
“So Anna is going to get the dubious honor of capturing you, and you’re going to kill Lorian?” I asked. “That’s the plan?”
“Yes,” Reaper said.
“It’ll never work. It’s too convenient,” I said.
“Convenient?” King asked.
“If Reaper is so easy to capture, why hasn’t Lorian captured him already? He’s obviously a thorn in everybody’s side,” I said. Alex made a small noise of agreement. “And Anna just happens to disappear during your attack and shows up a month later with Reaper in tow? Even the stupidest of Watchers is gonna wonder about those lucky turn of events.”
Reaper frowned at me. “And you have a better idea?” he asked.
“Something personal. Anna wouldn’t just ‘disappear,’ unless she was tracking down someone or something that meant a lot to her. The fact that she tracked me down just for the sword I took is proof enough,” I said.
“I couldn’t ask anyone else to go in my stead,” Reaper said.
“That’s noble and everything, but shouldn’t we focus on something that actually works? I don’t know about you, but I am eager to make sure Lorian never abducts another person again,” I said. “And things are going to be tricky enough with the force he’s got hanging around the house, without your nobility getting in the way,” I said.
The others looked between Reaper and me as if they thought we were going to get in a fight. Grace looked upset with my tone of voice, obviously thinking it rude, while River looked as if I had brought up a good point.
Reaper was amused. One of his eyebrows raised in sardonic amusement. “Anything else you would change?” he asked.
I took his question as an invitation, though I knew he was being sarcastic. “Well, we definitely need to make the prisoners a priority as well. We shouldn’t leave them. But we could also use that to our advantage. Lorian is probably pretty well-guarded,” I said.
“Two guards at all times, not to mention his soldiers that are at the house at any given time,” River said.
“So…we create a distraction. We free the prisoners and draw the attention there. The guards will be pulled out of the house, and we get Lorian.”
“It’s a sound plan,” River said.
“With limitations,” Grace said.
“We can’t control all the variables,” Ghost said.
“You don’t need to. You just need to send someone in with Anna who won’t stop until the job is done,” I said.
“I’ll do it,” River said.
We all looked at her. Reaper frowned. “River…” he started to object.
“Lorian will remember me. He’ll let Anna through. We both know he has a price on my head,” River said to Reaper.
“Why?” I asked.
“You’re not the only one to endure that prison,” she said pointedly. “Except I was not rescued until well after my initiation. My escape was even messier than yours.”
A new respect for her welled up. I hadn’t realized she had been through the same thing. She hid it so well.
“Oh,” I said.
“Drawing attention to the prisoners seems risky,” Daniel said thoughtfully.
“Create full chaos, then,” King said. “You saw how they reacted last time. As much mayhem as we can manage. Have a couple of teams that are there just to cause a distraction, not to fight.”
“That brings up a point…you would think their defenses are better after your last attack,” Daniel said.
“What do you think River’s been doing?” Reaper asked. “Twirling her thumbs?”
“Of course not,” I said. “Her thumbs look firmly attached to me.”
“They have increased their defenses, but I know how they think. Lorian teaches his people to think of fighting like he was taught to fight. He’s about numbers and intimidation. He and his brother are very similar in that way,” River said. “It’s why the war is so stagnant. It’s only recently that he’s started using agents like Anna…and that’s only because of Marcus’ example.”
“Some guerilla tactics and plenty of explosions should take care of things,” Daniel said. “I wish Jackson were here,” he fretted.
“We’ll have to manage,” Reaper said. “I don’t like you going in there with Anna,” he said to River.
“Do you see any other options?” she asked.
“I’ll do it,” I said.
“No.” It came from several places around the room.
I frowned at their profound lack of trust in my abilities. I might not have been as skilled as the rest of them or as Watcher-y, but I could hold my own. I had proved that by now.
“I can do it,” King said. “They’re not fans of me, either.”
River stood, her chair falling in her haste. Her eyes were full of passion. “No. It’s me. I’m the one. I couldn’t stop Elizabeth from getting killed, but I won’t let anyone else die doing something I could do better…no offense, King.”
King looked at her in surprise. He had obviously never seen her so worked up. “If that’s what you want,” he said.
“It is,” she agreed.
“Then, it’s settled,” Reaper said. “Let’s talk details…”
They spent the rest of the night and morning talking over the attack. Alex sat in the corner without commenting. Though I sensed she had opinions, she kept them to herself. She watched the group and glared at Reaper whenever he accidently made eye contact with her. Daniel was intense and focused on the task at hand, all but forgetting I was next to him. He and Reaper traded ideas like a stockbroker traded money. I knew the attack would be well-planned and effective.
I didn’t say anything or try to join in on their planning. I knew the details mattered to the success of attacking Lorian, but I couldn’t focus on them. I couldn’t focus on anything beyond the idea of what they were suggesting.
I wanted to be the one who ended Lorian. I wanted revenge. I had never felt so focused on revenge in my whole life. I couldn’t take my feelings out on Anna…she was our way in. It would mean more lives lost to Lorian. I could, however, take my hatred out on the man himself.
Why River? Why not me?
They kept plotting and planning, oblivious that I was coming up with my own plans, my own decisions. I had promised myself I would end the fight. I would end it my way, on my terms. And though it was a very personal thing, what I was plotting, it went beyond a vendetta. I felt like I owed it to the Nightstalker who had helped me out of the prison, the people I hadn’t managed to free, and to the people, like River, who had faced untold suffering they were forced to repress. They deserved closure and revenge as much as I did.
It was a duty I had to uphold...It was something that went beyond fear or doubt.
 




Chapter 17
 

By the time lunch rolled around, I was tired of their planning.
Daniel and Reaper talked in circles. They were meticulous. The others were just as bad.
I left Reaper’s room and went to my room to plot how I would get River to step out of her role in the peace and comfort of my own bed. I knew she wouldn’t do it willingly…which meant force. I would have to force her to give in. I stared up at the peeling paint of the ceiling for a long time, feeling conflicted. A part of me knew what I was contemplating was wrong; another part didn’t care. I knew I had an unspoken promise with Daniel not to do something ridiculous, and I knew that I owed it to all of my friends to be careful, but I couldn’t reconcile ‘careful’ with what needed to be done. River would die if she tried to take out Lorian…then, we would have nothing, beyond another friend dead and Lorian free to kidnap and re-train others. I was certain I was the only one who could do what needed to be done.
I didn’t remember falling asleep, but, between one thought and the next, I felt a pull of darkness. As the first wave of deep slumber swept over me, I heard my name called by a thousand voices raised as one.
Clare!
It was so like the voice that had haunted me on the staircase I felt my mind urging my body to wake. My body resisted the call and the darkness shifted tangibly to a different scene – one that left me as conflicted as the idea of forcing River to let me take her place.
I saw Han and Beatrice in a white room. They were surrounded by lab equipment and were wearing white lab coats that matched the room. There were other people around them, other scientists. There were also guards – five of them. They had swords on their backs and automatic weapons in their hands. They were not the sort to mess with.
No one in the room spoke, but Han and Beatrice would occasionally brush against each other, their skin meeting long enough for them to have brief conversations. Han and Beatrice supervised, as the other scientists mixed compounds together with a silver substance I recognized all too well – Watcher blood.
As I watched, one scientist, a woman, collapsed to the floor, her black hair spilling out over her white lab coat. Han rushed to help her, while Beatrice turned to plead with the guards.
“These are humans. They need sleep. Please, let them rest!”
“They can rest when they’re dead,” one man said mercilessly.
“Please!” Beatrice begged. “They can’t help you build your weapon if they die of exhaustion first!”
“We’ll just replace them with another,” the man said. “They’re all so replaceable.”
“Enough,” a voice commanded. Nguyen, one of Marcus’ top Seekers and a new enemy of mine, stepped through the only door in the room. “Let the humans sleep.”
“But…” the other man started to complain.
“Yes?” Nguyen asked dangerously.
“Nothing…” the man replied.
Nguyen smirked at the man then eyed Han – who had pulled the woman into his arms – with disgust. The dream ended with Beatrice’s face full of terror for the people around her and concern for her husband…she obviously saw no way out of the situation they had found themselves in. My stomach clenched at the look in her eyes.
I woke up with a sigh. The fear and the panic had been more like a call for help than an immediate adrenaline rush. I sat up and rubbed at my forehead. My necklace burned with a dull fire, a reminder of the call for help. I was glad to see them again, to know they were okay, but if what I was seeing was real, they were far from a happy situation. I could imagine the terrors they faced in their imprisonment.
Daniel opened my door, almost as if he had known about the dream. His eyes were glittering with his excitement. When he saw my face the excitement drained away.
“What is it?”
“Just a dream,” I said.
“Marcus?” he asked.
“No.”
“The darkness?” he asked.
“No.”
He sat down next to me on the bed. He half turned, so he was facing me and put a hand on my neck. His electric touch was full of questions. It asked me for the reason behind my oddness. I couldn’t resist the touch for long. I wanted to tell him, to get some of the panic off my chest.
“I saw Han and Beatrice. They were in a room with other scientists. I think they were making…the weapon we discussed,” I said.
“Hmmm,” he said.
I sensed he believed my dream was real; more than even I did. He had no doubt, where I had several.
He started stroking the side of my face. His hand was gentle, though his thoughts were blocked from my mind. I sensed the act of touch brought him comfort. I wasn’t sure what good ‘comfort’ did him. He remained in thought for a long moment. I left him to think, more affected by his touch than I was curious about his internal musings.
“We’re going to attack Lorian’s tomorrow night,” Daniel said finally.
“Oh, yeah?” I asked noncommittally.
He didn’t like my indifference. “Dammit, Clare, what’s the matter with you?”
“The matter with me?” I asked.
I moved away from his touch. I didn’t want him hearing my thoughts or comforting me…not when I had a job to do.
“Yeah, you’re acting all…vague,” he said.
“Vague is the new vogue,” I said. “Everybody’s doing it. I think…”
“Clare…” he said in exasperation, wanting a real answer to his question.
I ignored his request for answers. It would just have me spilling the beans on the plan I had in mind. I knew I couldn’t resist his questioning for long.
“What’s the plan with the plan?” I asked. “Where’s my place in this mess?”
He sighed and answered my question with a frown. “Alex suggested that you two could help free the prisoners, after we get the guards there out of the way. Reaper wants me to lead a group to the house, while King leads the attack on the prisons. Reaper is going to be in charge of the general mischief. He claims that it’s his specialty.”
“Why wouldn’t Reaper take the honor of storming the house?” I asked.
“He doesn’t want to attack the house for the glory. He wants to attack it to end the war. That means using everybody’s talents in the best possible area…Reaper’s is in scope…large acts.” He gave a small laugh. “He’s already got Spider running around like mad, collecting weapons and making deals.”
“About time that kid did something useful,” I said.
“I called Ellen,” he said.
“Why would you do that?” I asked.
“Well, the kids for one… I think they should stay gone for a little while.” He reached in to his pocket but seemed to think of something. “Crap.”
“Huh?”
A large group of Watchers swarmed the hall. They were loud, having a good time. I sensed they were blowing off steam, letting out energy before the attack tomorrow. They lingered in the hall, making as much noise as they could.
Alex appeared around the group. She fought through the Watchers, to get to her room. I heard her shut the door and the squeak of her mattress as she sat on the bed. There was another squeak as she picked up my grandfather’s book – which she had taken from me – and started reading.
Daniel sat back on my bed, his face full of frustration.
I leaned back as well. “What?” I asked.
“You ever feel like the world is out to get you?” he asked.
“You’re kidding, right?” I asked.
“I want to give you something, but the moment keeps getting interrupted,” he said.
“I don’t want any presents or…whatever,” I said.
“I didn’t buy it,” he said.
“If you’re waiting for the perfect moment, just hang on to it,” I said. “In a hundred or so years you might find it.”
He grinned and turned, so that his body was facing mine. “If we’re alive then.”
“There’s that,” I agreed.
He stuck his hand in to his pocket and finally pulled out what he had been keeping there. He kept it concealed in his hand for a moment. “Sometimes in our sadness, we find what matters most,” he said.
“Okay?” I asked, deciding he had gone insane.
“In my sadness, I found you,” he said.
He opened his hand. A diamond, pure and beautiful rested in the palm of his hand. It was tear-shaped and absolutely perfect. It glittered in the light, though I sensed a dark overtone to its glittering. It was like the necklace I wore – a strange balance of light and dark. Attached to it was a small silver band, as simple as the jewel was beautiful.
“This is for you…” He held it out to me.
I touched the diamond but didn’t take it. I was too intimidated by the idea. It was his sadness. It was for me – I had caused it. His foot started tapping on the bed, beating out an irregular, nervous rhythm.
“This is the tear you cried…the silver one,” I said, to stall for time.
“Yes,” he agreed.
“How is that even possible? I thought only angels could cry diamonds?” I asked.
He shrugged. “I don’t know.”
He shook the ring around on his palm. His eyes were uncertain what my reaction meant. He could tell I was stalling.
“Do you want it?” he asked his heart in his eyes.
I did want it. It was like having a part of him. I picked it up and felt an instant bond with the jewel.
I put it on my right hand, on my ring finger, but Daniel wasn’t having it. His eyes on me, he took the ring off my finger and put it on my left hand. His hand lingered on top of the ring for a moment, but he didn’t say anything. Butterflies swarmed my stomach, and I wondered if he was suggesting what I thought he was suggesting.
“It is a promise to always be here for you,” he said after a moment. “It will keep you safe. Wear it tomorrow, please?”
“I will,” I agreed.
He smiled and pulled me in close. “Good.”
He kissed me. His passion drowned out my fears and my doubts. There was only the two of us. It was an illusion that couldn’t last, but one I clung to.
It wouldn’t be long until we were faced with a far unhappier truth.
 




Chapter 18
 

Waking up Anna was the hardest part of the attack for me.
I could rationalize it was important; I knew she would play an important part of the plan, but the idea of her waking up made me anxious, sad, and more than a little angry.
“You don’t have to be here for this,” Daniel said for the third time as Reaper and the rest of his elite stood over the silver box.
The top of the box was open and Ghost was preparing to wake Anna up. Alex was next to me, though she hadn’t made a sound since coming. She had come to support me, not be friendly. She hadn’t spoken to Reaper since their fight. I wasn’t sure if it was the idea of him being with River or the fact that she was still mad about the fight that was causing her to give him the silent treatment. I just knew she had committed to the cold shoulder and was holding her ground.
I was fidgeting, and my leg was creating a sharp staccato on the floor in a poor imitation of one of Daniel’s most prevailing traits. My heart was racing, and my hands were clenched. I wouldn’t let Daniel touch me. I didn’t want to be calmed. I wanted to deal with my emotions and hopefully get over them. The plan I had formed in private depended on it.
“I know,” I said.
“I mean, we could go for a drive or…”
“I’m fine,” I said.
He stopped trying to make me feel better.
We all watched as Ghost reached in to the box and touched Anna. He didn’t need long. A second later he pulled away and Reaper stepped up in his place. I heard a long sigh from inside the box.
“Is it time?” I heard Anna ask.
“Yes,” Reaper.
I heard a faint sound as she moved, and she sat up. I took a deep breath and held it, trying to hold back my anger. I wasn’t sure if the breath was what drew her attention to me or my wild, racing heart, but my face was the first place she looked. Her dark eyes connected with mine, and I knew my hatred of her had grown. Time had put pressure on my memories – had made them stronger.
“Have you come to kill me?” she asked me.
I wasn’t sure if she was mocking me or genuinely curious.
“I wish,” I said.
“Pity.”
I no longer doubted her mocking. She only looked mildly curious – as if she couldn’t be bothered with the idea that I would kill her. Anna and I kept staring at each other. We were the only people in the room. Not even Daniel had as much prominence in my reality in that moment.
Reaper hurried to end the moment. “We have a plan. We would like to run it past you and see if you have any improvements or concerns,” he said.
“Alright,” she said, still staring at me.
I wasn’t sure if Anna heard his words as he went over the plain; I knew I didn’t. The only thing that kept me from burning the building down was the fact that I needed her. She was my key to Lorian. I wasn’t sure what would happen after I faced him…I hadn’t thought that far ahead.
Finally, Reaper stopped talking. She had been listening. Her superior brain had multi-tasked staring at me and taking in his words. She had changes to the plan, but she seemed to agree with the plan as a whole. She didn’t object to being bait, at least. Her main concern seemed to be the sword I had taken from her in New Orleans.
“You have the sword here?” she asked.
“Yes,” Daniel said. “Hidden.”
“It will buy us passage. You still have my sword, I trust?” she asked Reaper.
“Yes,” Reaper said.
“Well, then, there is nothing left to say,” Anna said.
She stepped out of the box, her bare feet innocent-looking against the hard floor. It made her seem exposed; less of a threat. No one visually moved, but I sensed a subtle sense of awareness. They were all waiting for her to attack. I knew better. I knew a woman on a mission when I saw one, and attacking us wasn’t part of that mission. Her eyes had told me getting to Lorian was important; we had that in common.
“I’ll need some better clothes, the swords, and you,” Anna said, pointing at River.
“Right…Of course. I think we all have some things to finalize,” Reaper said. “I’ve got to give a speech…I guess we’ll find out who is serious about the Saints and who was just taking advantage of our good hospitality…”
He smiled, though I sensed a real fear. He had never laid out the Saints mission to so many before. He was taking a gamble asking them to fight…many would leave; I hoped more would stay.
The others filed out at his words. Their faces were full of purpose. The only people who didn’t leave were Moira and Anna. Moira sat in a chair and picked up a book, to stand guard over Anna. Anna went to the window and looked out. I stared at the side of Anna’s face. I wanted to let her know the pain she had caused me, the hatred I had for her, but the words wouldn’t come.
Daniel knew my pain. “Come on,” he urged me. He tugged on my hand to get me moving. “Come on, Clare.”
I let him pull me from the room. Anna didn’t move. She simply stood and stared out the window.
Alex joined us in the hall, and we walked downstairs to get out of the way of people swirling around the school like hungry bees.
“That went better than I thought,” Daniel said.
“Really?” I asked.
“I’ve got some planning to do,” he added. “Are you going to be okay?”
“Yeah. Course. I’m the epitome of self-control.”
“It’s better than being the epitome of hotdogs,” Alex said.
“What does mean?” I asked.
“I’m hungry.”
Daniel kissed me on the cheek. “I’ll be in the common area if you need me.”
“Okay.”
Alex hooked her arm through mine as he walked away. “Are we going to talk about that ring on your finger?” she asked pointedly.
“Nope. We can find you food, though,” I said.
She shook her head and changed the subject. It wasn’t the sort of subject change I enjoyed. “Clare…whatever you’re thinking about doing, you need to think about it twice,” she said as we walked.
I wasn’t surprised she knew I was planning something. “I have,” I said.
“I somehow doubt that.”
“Yeah, yeah,” I said.
She looked at me in irritation but didn’t press the issue. I wasn’t sure if it was because she thought it would just make things worse, or because she could see how determined I was to do what I was planning. I just knew that her concern didn’t make me want to stop.
Reaper’s speech was impressive enough to maintain his following. I didn’t go to it. It wasn’t that I didn’t care – I had too much on my mind to focus on someone else’s words. Instead, I spent the time in my room, thinking and hoping. A part of my heart that had felt incomplete – despite my family being near me – was yearning to put the adventures in prison to rest. It felt as if that journey could only come to an end if I killed Lorian. It would be closure; I could start moving forward.
Finally, it was time.
In between the chaos of people being taken to the house by Sara and Shawn and people boarding the barge Reaper kept to approach the mansion from the sea, Daniel and I said a brief goodbye. It was sweet and simple – we would be seeing each other soon enough. And neither of us was supposedly facing anything we hadn’t already faced; it was just another mission, another fight. A fight Daniel felt confident about. He was excited, but far from worried.
“Do everything King tells you to do,” he commanded me, as we lingered in the hall on the second floor.
“I’ll try,” I promised.
He pulled me in close and gave me a kiss. It was fierce.
“I’ll see you on the other side,” he said when he released me.
I put a hand on his face, loving the way his green eyes sparkled with the setting sun. “I love you.”
He smiled, surprised but pleased. “Back at ya.”
The second he had disappeared with Sara, I ran to the front door.
A car especially picked out for Anna was waiting in the front drive. It was old, nondescript and perfect for her return to her former house. It wouldn’t draw attention and would make it look as if Anna had stolen the most convenient vehicle she could find after capturing River.
I hurried to the car, double checking my surroundings for anyone curious enough to notice me. Spider was in the drive talking to his shady-looking friends, but he was so involved in the conversation he barely recognized where he was. He was working out payment with his ‘friends’ for the weapons he had gotten for Reaper, and I knew he would notice little else. Fairly confident I wasn’t being watched I slipped in to the back of the car and pulled a musty blanket over my body to wait. I didn’t have to wait long.
The car shook twice as Anna and River opened their respective doors. Anna had her sword and the sword I had taken from her in New Orleans – Daniel had gotten it for her out of Jackson’s secret hiding place. Anna placed both swords in the backseat, without looking down at me. I did my best to hold my breath, hoping the noise from the others around the school would distract River and Anna from the sound of my beating heart and ragged breathing. Anna adjusted the seat, so her long legs could stretch out then started the car.
As I waited for the car to pull away from the school, I pulled my knife out of my boot as quietly as I could. I felt every bump in the road, every jarring moment – they were amplified in my heightened state. Anna and River didn’t talk as Anna drove; there was nothing to say. Neither woman cared for the other – they were allies only in this moment, not beyond.
When we were safely away from the school, but no so close to the interstate to cause curious onlooker to wonder, I made my move. Still in stealth mode, I sat up behind River. She was looking forward and was oblivious to me. I didn’t give her time to catch on. I hit her just behind the ear with the butt of my silver knife. Her response was immediate – she crumpled forward and hit the dashboard. She didn’t move again, and I knew she was unconscious.
Feeling cold and detached, I moved my knife to Anna’s throat. She didn’t slam on the breaks – she didn’t even react. She just kept driving.
“I was wondering when you were going to get around to it,” she said calmly. “You were back there about two minutes longer than I would have been.”
“I’m just a cautious person,” I said, thrown off by her calm, but no so much that I lost focus. “Tell me why you are really helping the Saints. If you lie, I’ll slit you from ear to ear.”
“My, my, the little girl has grown a set of fangs,” she teased.
“Prison does that. You have five seconds. Five…four…three…two…” I said.
She sighed. “Lorian took from me someone I care for deeply. I want to punish him by returning the favor. And since Lorian is the only person Lorian cares about, that means going to the source.”
“Define ‘took away,’” I said.
“Forced my friend to kill, until he changed in to one of those beasts,” she spat. “Then he put my friend in the prison to rot in that demon form…When I came to see you, I was actually getting a look at him. I had to see him, to be sure.”
“Your friend turned into a Nightstalker?” I asked.
She looked as if she couldn’t bear to even think the name. “Yes. It was while I was gone. A reminder that my first loyalty should be to Lorian and Lorian alone – he did not approve of our romance.”
I gave a skeptical laugh. “You’re trying to tell me you’re revolting against Lorian, your master and commander, because of love?” I asked.
“Believe what you will, but I am capable of love. Not the idealistic, nonsensical crap you probably believe in, but a passionate love, no-less,” she said.
I laughed again. “I don’t know if I should believe you, or just kill you now.”
“Why would I lie?” she asked.
“To get the sword back…didn’t you say it was your redemption?” I asked.
“I faced my punishment for my failure in New Orleans. There is no redemption now…though Lorian will think that I think so.”
I thought over her story. “Chances are you are lying,” I said.
“I never cared for chance,” she said.
“But I have to trust you, because I want Lorain, too. It will be the beginning of the end for this war our kind carries with us,” I said.
“You mean, it will be a step closer to Marcus,” she said, surprising me. I hadn’t thought she had made the connection between Marcus and me. “I never could figure out why Damian and Nguyen would take the time to kidnap you and not the others. Then, I realized that Marcus must want you for his collection.”
“Collection?”
“He collects powerful Watchers. It’s a hobby of his. Are you going to sit? The humans driving might misinterpret this scene you’ve created.”
I hesitated, but decided I had already committed to my choice. I wouldn’t have knocked River unconscious if I hadn’t. I just hoped she wouldn’t hold a grudge. I took the knife away from Anna’s throat. She glanced over at River.
“We must hide her,” she said.
She grabbed the back of River’s shirt with one hand and lifted her over the back of the seat with little effort. The car didn’t swerve an inch. I laid River out on the floorboard and covered her with the blanket, hoping no one would look any closer. Then, I crawled over the seat and sat again.
“No chains this time?” I asked.
“Oh, those we’re because I was angry with you. I wanted to increase your dread. I don’t need chains to keep a person in place,” she said.
“Can we skip the bragging about how deadly you are?” I asked her. “It just makes me want to hurt you.”
She looked toward the road and didn’t say another word. I found the silence oppressive, but I wasn’t interested in breaking it. I didn’t want to talk to her – I didn’t want any more of my opinions tested. The idea that she could love someone enough to betray her boss was profound enough…if it wasn’t just a big, fat lie designed to make me believe her. For some reason, though I did trust her. More than I was willing to admit.
Despite her reputation and her prowess in fighting, Anna drove like an old woman. She barely went the speed limit and, as such, it took us close to an hour to reach the drive leading up to the house. At the base of the hill, she had a warning for me.
“Do not hesitate to kill…they will not hesitate. You must do what you can. Your friends won’t be far behind us, but it is up to you to survive. I am not your keeper.”
“The day I trust you with my life is the day hell freezes over and demons go bobsledding,” I said.
“Mmmhhhh,” she said noncommittally.
I played with the ring Daniel had given me as we rounded a bend in the road and the house appeared. The jewel alternated between warm and cool as if Daniel was at my side chastising me for my stupidity and warning me to be careful in the same breath. The necklace I wore at my neck had a different reaction. It was cold, a stone – a strong sense of…anger radiated from the gem. Could it sense Lorian nearby?
We passed plenty of guards on our way around the drive, many of whom turned to stare as we passed. Some even tightened their grips on their weapons, though none attacked us. Anna’s face was impossible to read. She was cool, the same as when she had brought me to the house the first time. I hoped with all my might that history wasn’t trying to repeat itself. I wished that, for once, things were as they appeared.
She stopped the car directly in front of the large stairs. A couple of the guards at the stairs came forward to open my door, but she urged them to stay back with a negligent wave of her hand.
“This one is for Lorian.”
“Is that the girl who escaped on the Nightstalker?” one guard asked.
“Yes. The one who killed Mama Dot,” Anna agreed.
They stared.
“Boogety-boogety-boo!” I said. They looked surprised at my words. “Staring is rude,” I added.
Anna had claimed the swords. “Leave the car alone. I have need for it again,” she said as she grabbed my arm and marched me toward the stairs.
“Of course,” the first guard said, still staring.
Anna’s touch was not gentle. I felt my bones ache from her fingers clasped around my arm. She didn’t give me time to stand on my own two feet – she let her strength carry me up the stairs and through the front door. She paused just inside the door. I thought it might have been to give the Saints, who were hopefully watching, time to catch up to her arrival. It also gave the people inside time to realize who was at their door and what she had with her.
There were two more guards on the stairs and around twenty people spread throughout the large, open rooms the bottom floor of the house consisted of. The rooms were a study in large; it was large times two. White tile was everywhere and tall columns separated the spaces, creating the illusion of separation. The stairs the guards were in front of, arched around to a second level that crossed the large rooms and disappeared down a long hall to the left of where I was standing. If it hadn’t been for the armed Watchers, the deadly stares, and the feeling of terror in my gut I would have thought I was in a Disney castle.
“Anna?” a guard with short brown hair and a large beard asked incredulously.
“Yes?” she asked back.
“We thought you were dead,” he said.
“You were wrong. I have a couple of gifts for Lorian,” she said. She lifted the swords and me as proof.
Neither of the guards moved. “We have orders to not let anyone up.”
“Oh, that’s fine,” she said. “I know how much Lorian loves to wait.”
The guards looked at each other uneasily. The second guard nodded at the first, and they stepped to the side. Anna smirked at them and pulled me up the stairs. As soon as we passed the guards, I sensed a change in her. Her calm and cool slipped a bit and her anger started to well to the surface. It made me realize she hadn’t been lying about her anger toward Lorian.
At the end of the second floor corridor, there was another set of stairs. These were made of hard stone as well and had two guards at the bottom. The guards were different than the first set. They were sitting in chairs and held massive swords across their laps. They didn’t appear to have moved since the first Ice Age. One was a man, the other was a woman. Anna stopped in front of them without a word. She waited. I fidgeted. They stared.
I was wondering if we were going to stand in front of them forever, lost in a strange staring contest that could possibly go on forever, when the woman finally looked to her partner. He nodded and the woman gestured us up.
At the top of the stairs was a door. It was simple, unadorned. It was intimidating. I couldn’t help but wonder what was beyond it. The wonder left butterflies in my stomach. Anna opened the door without hesitation and pulled me in after her.
My first impression left me second-guessing long held opinions. For a room that housed one of the most notorious of our kind, it was almost…peaceful. With dark wood, large windows, and simple furniture, it was a room I could have spent hours simply being. The largest piece of furniture was an antique desk the color of the wooden floor.
Behind the desk was the tallest Watcher I had ever seen. He was sitting calmly in his chair, his hands on top of an old book as we entered. He didn’t look up when we unceremoniously opened his door, but he did hold his hand up, a gesture for us to give him a minute.
Anna patiently obliged, seemingly in no hurry to begin. He finished reading the sentence he had been on, tucked a ribbon between the pages and shut the book. He looked up at us. Again, my reaction was not the one I would have thought I would have at meeting Lorian. There was a familiarity; a striking sense of me knowing the shape of his face and the warm, chocolately brown of his eyes. His short hair was a warm auburn and his skin was tanned, almost Middle Eastern.
His brown eyes were the oldest looking eyes I had ever seen. Even Beatrice and Han, who both held wisdom beyond their youthful appearances, couldn’t hold up to the simple measure of time in Lorian’s eyes. His face was smooth and unlined, his features beautiful and soft, yet, there was hardness – a hint of purpose in the shape of his mouth and the glittering light in his eyes. He was not to be messed with – and yet, here we were, ready to kill him.
Anna did not seem nearly as impressed by his appearance or struck by the same familiarity his features left in the pit of my stomach. Her eyes burned with cold fire.
“You’ve come to try and kill me,” Lorian said to Anna.
It wasn’t question, more like he wanted her to understand that her actions would have repercussions. His voice struck another chord. It was like I had heard it in a dream…or another life.
“Yes,” Anna agreed.
“Very clever, walking through the front door as you did. Bold. Very much like you. No one has ever gotten this close. No one beyond my brother, Darian, and that was a very long time ago.”
“You were curious about the girl?” Anna asked, meaning me.
“I must say that I was,” he agreed. “She has become quite a legend among my soldiers. The legend intrigued me.”
Lorian finally turned his brown eyes to me. The full magnitude of his stare struck me. There was so much…power; an incomprehensible sense of strength that left me breathless. I felt my heart race faster, but I returned his stare with one I hoped looked as cold as Anna’s. Something about the stare affected him. His eyes widened, almost as if he recognized me as well, and he frowned. Whatever he was thinking, he didn’t speak the words out loud.
“I came to challenge you, not discuss the girl,” Anna said.
“You came to die,” Lorian said. “There is no other reason to challenge me.”
Anna didn’t disagree with him. She handed me the spare sword and forced me back to the wall, out of her way.
“Do what you must,” she told me. “Even if that means running.”
“Yeah…right,” I said.
I pulled the sword out of the sheath and held it up in front of me, like Jackson had taught me so many months ago. Anna stepped forward, her sword still in its sheath. Her body was tense but she maintained her calm. Lorian was amused by what he saw.
“I will play,” he said, “but only because you were once my most loyal solider.”
He finally stood. My initial impression – that he was the tallest Watcher I had ever seen – had been wrong. He was the tallest anything I had ever seen. Seeing him stand was like watching a mountain rise out of the ground. He was well over seven feet tall and looked as if he was still growing.
I hastily shut my open mouth and watched as he pulled a sword off the back wall. I hadn’t noticed the sword during our conversation, but I noticed it now. It was long enough to fit Lorian’s height and had a sense of weight I knew my sword could never match up to. It was a wonder Anna wasn’t trembling just looking at it. It took all of my willpower to keep my knees steady.
He moved the desk out of his way with a gentle tap on the side. It stopped sliding with a bump in to the far wall. As it hit the wall, I heard an explosion from outside the house. It was near the jails and rattled the pictures on the walls. Another explosion rocked the quickly descending dusk – this one was on the other side of the house.
The fight had started.
Lorian didn’t even look. “Part two of your plan, I take it?” he asked.
“Mmmhhh,” Anna agreed.
“Lovely,” he said.
Lorian was done with talking. He stepped forward, though Anna held her ground. Their swords met midair. Anna’s sword was out of her sheath before I could blink. The clang of steel on steel rattled my teeth. Anna kicked Lorian away from her and their swords met again. They didn’t move very much; both were stern statues, unwilling to give the other ground. It was like two gargoyles trying to knock the other off their perches – stone against stone. Behind them, more explosions rang out, followed by the sound of gunfire and people yelling. I heard running on the stairs and knew the guards had come to check on Lorian.
I moved to the door. If they came to help, there was no way Anna would win. I reached the door just as it was thrown back. The two guards took in the sight of Lorian fighting Anna, and me standing in front of them with a sword. They looked shocked.
The man stepped in front of the woman and came at me. I ducked under his massive sword then followed through with a strike of my own. The weight of the sword slowed him down. He couldn’t react in time. My sword hit him in the neck. His knees gave out, and he fell back, gravity pulling him off my sword. The woman was next. She was more cautious; her strikes were more precise. One of her strikes was at my hand. I dodged the worst of the cut but the edge nicked the edge of my hand. The red blood made her more confident – she knew I was human. She swiped at me, extending herself, and I spun the sword out of her hand. She held her hands up in surrender. I contemplated options. I realized I didn’t want to kill her.
“Run…” I told her.
She hurried down the stairs, and I slammed the door on her retreat. I turned back to Anna’s fight. She was still locked in an endless game of strike, defend, strike, neither giving up ground.
It was something Lorian did not have patience for. He got tired of playing nice. Rules were for the Saints. As his sword connected with Anna’s, he flicked his hand. It was a small gesture, but Anna finally moved. Her feet skidded backward from the invisible force he had hit her with. She didn’t need a gesture to return the favor. Books and sharp items rose off the desks and flew at him. Instead of trying to fend off all the items, he disappeared.
I was astonished. He was the first Watcher I had met that had two abilities – the first Watcher beyond me.
He reappeared next to me. His large sword was at my throat. I froze. Anna looked between us, her eyes uncertain. She straightened and her eyes became cold again.
“What are you waiting for?” Anna asked. “Kill her, and let’s get on with this.”
I scowled at her. I should have expected as much.
Lorian pressed his sword harder in to my throat. A trickle of blood started from my neck. But then Lorian hesitated. I wasn’t sure why. From the hardness I had seen in his face and the stories I had heard, I would have thought he would kill me without hesitation. From his hesitation, it was clear he wasn’t capable of using me as a distraction. He had to find another way to get to Anna.
I felt the shift in his body and knew what he was about to do. He gestured with his hand, knocked Anna back, and shifted in to the world of darkness. Only, he did not go alone. I felt the pull of darkness and went with him. It was an unconscious act, but an act all the same.
The second I was in the darkness, I heard the voices calling my name. The voices were intense; there was awareness to the call now, as if they not only knew my name, but my purpose as well. The awareness was startling. I remembered Sara’s warning to keep moving, to think of a destination, but I couldn’t help the impulse. I felt Lorian trying to pull me out of the darkness, but I refused the pull. I was left in the dark. I was alone, lost and confused. There was no way out.
The voices called my name again.
“What?” I asked the nothingness. “What do you want?”
There was a moment of startled silence. Then the voices called out again.
Your hand…I want your hand.
I felt a cold, electric touch. I accepted the touch, sensing the need in the voice. It was an impulse I couldn’t deny. My necklace burst in to light at the touch. It was no longer cold and sullen. The light gave me a direction.
In the next moment, I was out of the darkness. I hadn’t gone far. I was across the room. Lorian was next to me, his sword raised. But he wasn’t the only one who had come through the darkness with me.
The electric touch I had felt in the darkness had come through to the world of light. The touch came complete with a person. Not really a person an…angel. It sounded ridiculous, but there was no other way to explain the woman holding my arm. She had a blindfold over her eyes and large, black wings coming out of her back. Her black hair went to her feet. She took her hand off my arm and took my sword from my hand in the same fluid motion. My necklace stopped glowing when she dropped her hand.
Anna saw the woman and Lorian at the same time. The shock of seeing the woman made Anna’s reaction slower, even though she was aware of Lorian. It was only a second’s difference, but it was enough. Lorian’s sword cut deep in to her neck. He pulled the sword out, and she dropped to the floor.
Even as Anna fell, the angel was moving. My sword in her hand, she swung at Lorian. Lorian ducked under the blow and the fight took a more serious turn. Lorian, his eyes wide with fear and recognition, made fire come from his hand. The fire whirled around the angel, but it did not harm her. He followed the fire with ice, wind, even the building rocked with the power he generated. He might as well have been trying to stop the tides for the good it did him. It was like his fight with Anna, only the shoe was on the other foot. The angel was a tide that could not be stopped.
I crouched down at Anna’s side as the pair tore up the room. I didn’t like her, but I couldn’t let her just bleed out on to the floor. I pressed my hands against her wound without thinking. My hands looked tiny against the size of the injury. I thought she was dead, but when she felt me, she moved. She opened her eyes and turned to look at me. Her dark eyes were penetrating.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered.
I felt the life slipping out of her body. I knew she was dying. There was nothing I could do. Nothing, beyond forgiving her and letting the past go.
It was like swallowing sand, but I said, “I forgive you.”
And I meant it. I didn’t want the pain of hating her in my heart any more. It was too a heavy burden.
Had the angel and Lorian not come dangerously close – and forced me away from Anna – I would have taken stock of the electrical feeling in the hand pressing against her wound. I would have realized what it meant.
A surge of energy rippled the ground near me as Lorian threw yet another talent at the angel. I rolled away from the blast and ran for the door. The Saints had moved to the house, and I heard the other bodyguards downstairs fighting with people on the stairs. Help was close. I just had to get to it.
My hand on the door knob, the whole house shook with an explosion. I hit the ground hard, my face slamming in to the wood. The shaking lasted for a long time. I groaned and looked around to see if the world had ended, or if it was okay to get up. The world hadn’t ended, but I wasn’t sure about the getting up part. Half of the house had fallen away. I had landed at the edge of the boards, inches from falling. Further down, along the edge of the boards, was a scene straight out of a movie.
The angel had finally won the fight. Lorian had fallen to one knee, the explosion rattling even him. The angel stood over him, the sword in her hand.
“By order of a sacred pact made in the holiest of places, I fulfill my duties. Lorian, son of Michael, I banish you to hell.”
Her voice was the same choral voice I had been hearing in the darkness. She raised her sword over his head.
Lorian looked past her and connected eyes with me. The chocolately brown spoke of a secret. “Farrah,” he said.
The angel struck him in the neck and his head flew off and hit his desk. His body toppled to the ground.
The angel turned to face me, her sword dripping red blood on to the ground. Her face was uplifted into an expression of grim accomplishment.
I trembled at the sight. For the first time in my life I had no sarcasm, no words to cover my fear. I was terrified. Was my head next?
 




Chapter 19
 

The angel lowered her sword.
“Clare…” she said.
The way she said my name was less like a person saying a name and more like she was defining me. In a word, she knew. She knew everything there was to know about me. It was as terrifying as the scene I had just witnessed.
I was tongue-tied. It wasn’t just the idea of her killing me – her whole being radiated with a power that went beyond my comprehension. She seemed to understand my inability to speak.
“I am in your debt for your help in releasing me from that prison,” she said. “When I have finished my duties, I will fulfill whatever command you have of me.”
Her words released my tongue.
“Um…that’s okay…” I said. Her kind of ‘debts’ looked rather deadly from where I was sitting. “I was glad to help.”
“A debt must be repaid,” she said, ignoring my refusal.
“If you say so…” I said.
“I do,” she confirmed.
“How did you know my name?” I blurted out. “How come you wanted me to get you out? Why not Sara or Shawn? They’re in your world all the time…”
“Only you or one of your kin could have pulled me out. It was the curse that bound me when Lorian and Darian put me in that purgatory.”
I was intrigued beyond my terror. “I don’t understand,” I said. “My kin? What does my family have to do with it?”
“I have no time for explanations,” she said. “Darian will have felt his brother’s death. I must move quickly, before he takes to ground and my task is made harder.”
“But…”
“Call my name…Nemesis, when you have need of me,” she said. “I will come. My debt binds us.”
The sword still in her hand, she turned to the broken wall and stretched out her black wings. They were twice as tall as Lorian had been while standing. She flapped them once, sending a shockwave through my body. She flapped them again, and she lifted in to the air. Another flap and she was gone.
I heard the sounds of fighting temporarily pause as the others watched her fly off. The silence was eerie after the explosion and yells that had been ripping through the night. When she was gone, the fighting resumed. The sight of her lingered in my mind. I had never seen something so terrifying, yet so devastatingly beautiful. Despite the bandage over her eyes, she was the most beautiful person…creature I had ever seen. The power of her voice lingered longer than the vision of her. It was a voice I would not forget soon.
I set my head against the broken boards and let out a long sigh of relief. For the first time in my entire life, things had gone right. Lorian was dead – my mission was accomplished. I had taken my revenge. There would be no more people captured in Lorian’s name. And if Nemesis wasn’t lying – which I didn’t think she was – there wouldn’t be any more people captured in Darian’s name either. Did that mean the war was over?
The idea startled me. No war meant…freedom? We’re we free?
No, that wasn’t right. Marcus was still out there. I couldn’t imagine him simply lying down and giving up his quest for power, with his two biggest rivals out of the way. If anything, Lorian’s death just made his life a whole lot easier. I cringed at the thought. Somehow, I always fell in to his traps.
Almost as if fate, or chance, or whatever, had heard the thought, I realized that not all was well on my right side. Anna wasn’t dead from her wounds – in fact, she was getting better. It was not the sort of ‘better’ I took comfort in.
I turned at the feeling of her shaking. It rocked the whole floor. The shaking grew worse; it moved beyond shaking. I heard snaps and pops as bones started to rearrange themselves under her skin. I recognized the symptoms of the change. She was changing in to a Nightstalker. But how was that possible? How could she turn so close to death?
It was only then I remembered the cut on my hand. I raised a trembling hand and stared at the wound I had gotten while fighting. I had given Anna my blood, even as I had forgiven her for what she had done. I had given her more than forgiveness.
Her pale skin started shifting in to patterns of dark scales. The patterns moved around her body, as the popping and cracking continued. It didn’t take long for her to change over, a minute at the most, but it felt like the longest minute of my life. As soon as she was fully in Nightstalker form, she scrambled to her feet. Her eyes were covered with a white film and her body was full of dark, powerful anger. I didn’t know which was worse – the anger, or the idea that I had just given her an ability I had promised to never share again.
Anna growled at me, her anger finding a home in the person who had cursed her. She took a step closer, to attack, and the rest of the floor gave out under her weight. I fell, pieces of wood and glass grazing my arms and legs as I did. I landed on the grass outside, the hit taking my breath. The world was covered in a haze as wood fell around me. The world was a swirl of debris and muted sounds. As I tried to recover my wind, the ceiling from Lorian’s room fell on top of me.
It was a different world of darkness. It was a world of muffled sounds, strange smells, and the dreadful sense of pressure. While the roof’s fall had been stopped on another part of the house, the sense of weight around me was still impressive. My first thought was of panic. The situation mirrored my stay in a cozy, unwelcome crypt. My second thought was to control the panic and hopefully shift in to the in-between world and reappear somewhere that wasn’t being occupied by a house. If I had done it once, I could do it again. Before I could find the peace of mind to focus on control, light appeared. The light grew brighter and a hand reached down to help me up.
I took the hand and found someone I had not been expecting. Grace, her sunny face marred with dirt and blood, and her blonde hair pulled back in the wind, was my savior. Grace did not immediately let go of my hand. Behind her was Ghost. He looked nervous. Grace just looked pleased. Her coral eyes bored in to mine with a strange intensity.
“Are you okay?” she asked me.
“I feel a bit like the Wicked Witch of the East, but I’m fine,” I said.
“Oh, good.” She tugged my hand firmly. “Come on, Daniel was looking for you. He’s been worried sick.”
“I…” I started to protest.
She was already pulling me along.
If a house hadn’t just fallen on me, an Angel had just promise me any favor I wanted, after killing Lorian, and Anna hadn’t just turned in to a Nightstalker, I would have realized something was weird. In my befuddled state, I didn’t. The only thing I could really think about was Anna. Was she under the house as well, or had she escaped out in to the chaos? I scanned the fighting as Grace pulled me along, but there were several Nightstalkers running around and none of them were close enough for me to see their eyes.
When we were on the cliff side of the house, away from the fighting, Grace stopped. I came back to reality with our abrupt stop. The spot she had chosen was not only out of the way of the fighting, it was the most hidden spot on the grounds.
“Where’s Daniel?” I asked suspiciously.
“He’s inside the house, fighting his way to your side as we speak,” she said. “Or so he thinks.”
I sighed, accepting her words as proof that nothing would ever be easy, not even falling out of a house.
“And?” I asked.
“And?” she asked back.
“You’re about betray me aren’t you? It figures, I never liked you as much as the others. Ghost, though, he’s a surprise. I thought we were friendly.”
Grace didn’t look happy at my blasé attitude. Ghost looked even more uncertain. He avoided my eyes.
“You’re going to take a little nap,” Grace said. “When you wake up, the Saints will be gone, I will be pretending to be you, and Marcus’ people will have you all safe and sound at their headquarters here in town...they’re on their way here as we speak.”
“That sounds like a lot for one nap,” I said.
“You should watch that mouth of yours,” she said. “It can get you in to all sorts of trouble.”
I rolled my eyes. “Apparently…”
Grace smirked. “You’re going to be so easy to mimic. All I have to do is act like a brat.”
“Mimic?” I asked.
She tilted her head to one side, as if I were a particularly interesting painting, then her face changed. It wasn’t a gradual thing, more like a slap in the face: sudden and shocking. One second I was looking at Grace’s sunny face, the next I was looking at mine. It was alarming, and what she was suggesting was straight out of my nightmares. I tried to maintain my cool. It wasn’t easy.
“Is that how my nose really looks?” I asked her.
“Is that how my nose really looks?” she asked back, mocking me.
Her voice was perfect. It was my voice. I couldn’t tell the difference.
She snapped her fingers and pointed at me. Ghost came forward, his hand outstretched. I pulled my knife out of my boot but, like Lorian, I was too slow. Ghost had the advantage of preparation. He grabbed my wrist and twisted the knife out of my hand. A touch was all he needed.
In the next instant, I felt a wave of exhaustion travel through my body. My knees hit the ground, and I toppled face first in to the grass. Before I lost all sense of consciousness, I saw Grace pick up my knife from the grass and rip my father’s necklace off my neck. She had obviously noticed me playing with it. She didn’t notice my newest addition, however. The ring remained on my hand.
She turned back to Ghost, an evil smile on my face. “Looks like it’s time for us to part ways. My father, Marcus, thanks you for your help.”
Right before the world went dark I saw her stab Ghost in the heart with my knife. She callously stabbed him again after he had fallen, to be sure of him then kicked him over the edge of the cliff. Her murder finished, she pulled a piece of the house over to cover my body, so the Seekers could find me later.
The world went dark.
The thing about Ghost’s world of sleep was that there were no dreams. There was nothing to mark the time or trap me in a world of terror. There was nothingness. No sense of consciousness. It was almost a relief in a way. No pain…no fear of pain. Just…nothing.
But even nothing couldn’t last forever.
The next thing I was aware of was the feel of sunlight on my skin and the sense of a person holding me in their arms. The feeling lasted for a while. I struggled against leaving the warm, blissful nothing of Ghost’s dream world. I wanted to stay and dream in peace, rest. I felt so tired, so willing to sleep. But the sense that I should wake up, that I was needed, was too powerful. There were things to do, and I had to be the one to do them.
I woke up finally, feeling foggy. The world spun – I wasn’t sure if it was an after-effect of Ghost’s gift or if it was from falling out of a house. It didn’t really matter. I blinked again and tried to focus. I felt a warm caress of thought try and help me find my mental balance.
“I feel dizzy,” I said to no one in particular.
“Oh, thank God!” I heard Daniel say in my ear.
It was then I realized he was the one holding me. His mind was what had urged me to wake up.
“You would be the one to wake me up from the best nap I’ve had in ages,” I said groggily.
He laughed and held me tighter. As he did, I saw that the others were gathered around me. Reaper and River were standing next to Alex. Alex looked relieved, while River and Reaper shared the same look of relief and anger. King was on Reaper’s other side. Moira was a bit removed from the others, but even she was looking at me in relief. They were all covered in dust, grime, and blood. Seeing Alex covered in blood was shocking. She didn’t seem to notice the silver coating her hands and face.
“You okay?” Alex asked.
“Not really…” I said. “Where’s Grace? She’s pretending to be me…She’s Marcus’ daughter… I heard her say she was…”
“She’s…not doing well,” Daniel said.
“And by that, he means he killed her,” Alex clarified.
“You killed me?” I asked.
“It wasn’t you!” he exclaimed.
“How’d you know?” I asked.
He looked at River. “It was River who figured it out, actually.”
“Reaper and River,” Reaper added.
“River and Reaper, you mean, because you just kind of thought about things…” River started to correct him.
“Just tell the story,” Alex commanded.
“Remember Elizabeth telling me about another spy?” River asked. “One she thought was pulling Quinn’s strings with promises of power?”
“Yeah, of course,” I replied.
“Reaper took my warning seriously. Quinn gaining as much power as he did was ridiculous. I mean, it was Quinn,” River said. “So, he thought what would anyone gain by letting Quinn have power of the Saints…we’re a group that’s not a big threat on the grand scale. Everyone knows this.”
“Except for today,” I added, figuring we had won the battle from the way they were gathered around me and the quiet that had descended over the house.
“Right. So, the question of why give Quinn the Saints was weighing on Reaper, and he got to thinking. The attacks didn’t happen until after you arrived. Quinn was a brat, but he was a loyal one. He would only do something if he felt there was a genuine threat to the Saints. Someone was spreading lies about you being a threat. It had to be connected. The only person that really wants you bad enough to stage a coup is Marcus,” River said.
“You figured that out, did you?” I asked Reaper.
“Yes,” Reaper agreed. “I also figured out that whomever Marcus had sent also wanted control over the Saints to accomplish what we accomplished here. He wanted to use our name to get rid of the brothers. That way his hands stay clean should something go wrong. It was very clever.”
“Except that you beat Quinn,” I said.
“Marcus has a habit of underestimating me,” Reaper said.
“Why didn’t Grace just abduct me at the school?” I asked.
“She needed to study you. Grace always studies the people she mimics,” Reaper said.
“It’s a good thing you don’t walk around barefoot,” River added.
“How do you mean?” I asked.
“I woke up rather angry, after you knocked me out, as you can imagine. I went in search for you, not only to make sure Anna didn’t just turn you over to Lorian, but to yell at you if I got the chance…” Her blue eyes flashed with anger.
“I’m sorry,” I said.
She waved the apology away with a gesture. “After looking all over for you, I saw you stroll out from around the corner of the house. I thought that was kind of odd…there you were…just strolling. You were tucking your knife in to your boot as if you had just used it and placing your necklace on your neck. Suspicious for several reasons, I confronted you. I could tell there was something off. You were acting…like a brat.”
“More than usual, she means,” King added.
“She obviously didn’t understand you as well as she thought she did,” River said. “You might have a clever mouth, but you’re not rude. She did not understand the difference. I backed her in to a corner and demanded she take her shoe off. When she wouldn’t, I forced her to. Daniel arrived, saw her foot, and demanded to know where you were. She wouldn’t say, and attacked him with the knife. Daniel won the fight.”
Who would have thought the one tattoo I had never wanted to get, something I continually hid out of shame, anger, and sadness, would be the one thing that would save me?
“Thanks kind of feels inadequate, but ‘thanks,’” I said to River. “I owe you.”
She nodded and gave me a small smile. “I’ll collect.”
I looked around at the broken house, seeing the part of the house Grace had covered me with. I realized for the first time how massive it was. I was shocked anyone found me under it.
“How’d you know where I was?” I asked.
“The ring…I felt you,” Daniel said.
“Oh…” I looked down at the ring in surprise. Had he given it to me out of fear that he would lose me again? Was it a way to track me? “Did you find Ghost?” I asked, not wanting to dwell on my situation any longer.
They all exchanged looks of confusion.
“You didn’t think I was sleeping ‘cause I got tired did you?” I asked.
“We thought you were knocked unconscious,” Daniel admitted. I knew he had feared worse when I hadn’t woken up immediately.
“Oh! Ghost was in on it. She stabbed him then kicked him off the cliff,” I explained.
My admission meant something to King. He started pacing.
“I told him not to get involved with Grace,” King fretted. “I told him not to get involved with a chick you work with. It always gets messy.”
River frowned at him, though I was the only one to notice.
“She must have seduced him in to betraying us,” King added. “I should have watched him…”
“Grace fooled us all,” Reaper said. “It’s not your fault.”
“He should be burned…even if he did betray us…” River said slowly, her eyes still on King.
“I’ll do it,” Moira said.
She walked to the edge of the cliff and stepped off without another word.
“How’d we do?” I asked the group.
“You never really win in war,” Daniel said. “You just do a little better than the other guys.”
“Which is your roundabout way of saying ‘not bad’?” I asked.
“I guess…”
“The prisoners?” I asked.
“Most of them were freed. Some fought back,” Alex said. “We saved everyone who wanted to be saved.”
“You want to tell us about your adventure?” Daniel asked me.
I thought of Anna, the angel, and Lorian. There was a lot to tell and even less time to tell them – I knew Marcus’ people were closing in. Grace had called them. I gave them a summary, not wanting to go in to the full story. I downplayed Anna’s role and emphasized the angel and Lorian’s encounter. It felt easier than explaining how I had changed Anna. Daniel and Alex knew I was leaving things out, but neither pressed me.
“That’s a hell of a thing,” Reaper said. “Lorian is really dead…and Darian is next. This is great.”
“Great?” I questioned. To me, it looked far from ‘great.’ But then again, I had witnessed Nemesis kill Lorian and had felt the effects of Grace’s betrayal first-hand. The memories were still fresh.
“Would you rather Lorian was still alive?” he asked back.
“I…No, but your people just went through a hell of a battle,” I said. “And Marcus is stronger than ever.”
Reaper shrugged. “One thing at a time. We should get out of here, before we attract attention...or Marcus’ people get here. I’ve got Sara and Shawn ferrying people back to the school as we speak.”
“Do you think that’s wise?” I asked.
“What do you mean?” Reaper asked.
“Marcus sent Grace to infiltrate your ranks. He probably knows all about the school, and when his people get here, they’re going to figure out that Grace is dead and their plan has failed. They’ll probably come find you at that point,” I said.
“I didn’t think of that,” he said.
“Our people are tired and would not be at full strength should the Seekers attack,” River said. “Our victory here doesn’t mean we can face a confrontation with Marcus’ people.”
“What other option do we have, beyond dismantling the Saints and telling my people to run?” Reaper asked us.
“What about the barge?” I asked.
“The barge?” Reaper asked.
“You know, that very big ship you normally have docked at the school…” I said. “Isn’t it nearby?”
His eyes lit up. “Oh!” He turned to River. “Find Sara and Shawn and tell them to take our people there. Save what you can from the school, leave the rest.”
“I’ll go with you,” King volunteered.
River accepted his company without argument, and the pair walked off.
“Even the ship won’t be entirely safe,” Daniel pointed out.
“Nowhere is safe, my friend,” Reaper said. “After everything that has happened…mobility would be a comfort. Besides, I believe it’s time we head north to Alaska and see if Margaret, Jackson, and Preacher have discovered anything useful. My promise to help you was not an empty one.”
Daniel smiled. “Thank you.”
Daniel finally released me and helped me stand. Everything spun a little, but I managed to keep my feet. Alex held out her hands as I stood. Resting in her right palm was my necklace. In her other hand was my knife.
“Thanks,” I said, taking my things from her.
“Sure,” she said.
“We’re you okay to fight?” I asked her.
“I stayed with King,” she confessed. “He did all the heavy lifting. He actually insisted…he was very pushy about it. I didn’t even get to throw a punch.”
Reaper hid his smile and turned away to look out over the chaos of the ruined house. It was obvious he had asked King to look after Alex. Alex’s anger at Reaper had made her oblivious to the source of King’s ‘pushiness.’
“I’m glad you’re safe,” I told her.
“Me, too,” she said with a smile.
Daniel pulled me away from the others, so we could talk in private. He wasn’t happy.
“I know why you sneaked off; I can understand the impulse. I’ve had it many times. What I want to know is, if you thought through it at all, before you decided to jump in to danger.”
“I…”
He wasn’t interested in my excuses. “I’ve tried my best to give you space, to give you freedom and understand what you’re going through, but what you did feels very…” he struggled with the proper word.
“Selfish?” I asked.
He didn’t argue. His voice was earnest, full of experience as he spoke. “Revenge is a dangerous path…it has a way of alienating you from the people who care about you. Killing the person who did you wrong doesn’t magically solve your problems.”
“I know,” I admitted.
“You have to learn to trust in others to do what needs to be done. You should have allowed River the chance to kill Lorian. It was her mission,” he continued.
“River wouldn’t have gotten through the front door,” I said.
I hated how spot-on his words were. Lorian dying hadn’t changed what had happened to me in the prisons. The experience was still there. His death had not been the closure I was searching for. Nothing could erase the memories or the profound fear of pain I now harbored.
“You don’t know that,” he said.
“He said as much,” I replied.
He looked frustrated. “It’s not about that...it’s more…”
“What?”
“Everything you do has an impact, Clare,” he said. “Have you forgotten what I told you in New Orleans?”
“That you were sent to King’s Cross to find me?” I asked, wondering how he could think I would forget that.
“That’s part of it,” he said. “But I mean the vision I had.”
“Oh, the one where the world…” I said without thinking.
He put a hand over my mouth, to keep me from continuing. He looked at Reaper, who was still staring at the house and Alex, who was watching us curiously.
People shouldn’t know about my vision of the world ending, he said through our touch.
Why not?
Knowing the future is a burden, we have to be careful to not change something. People might do something different.
But I know… I pointed out.
His face showed his concern. I know…
I’m not going to shut my life away because of some stupid prophecy, I said.
The problem is that Odette herself verified the vision, and she is rarely wrong, he said. I don’t live according to her rules anymore, either. But her gift is profound…
He was holding something back. I could tell from the expression on his face.
What is it? I asked.
Odette once said that when an angel was seen on earth again, I would know that the end of the days was drawing near. She told me to look for that sign and to be ready.
I had a private moment of panic. The only reason the angel was ‘seen on earth’ was because I had pulled her out of the darkness. If the world ended, would it be my fault? At the time, it had felt more important than anything I had ever done. Now, I wondered if I should have left her in place.
I pulled his hand off my mouth, and moved away from him, so that we were no longer touching. I looked out over the ocean and wondered if fate had more power than I had thought. Maybe, it really was fate I had pulled Nemesis out of her prison, and if I had been meant to do that, maybe there was no stopping the end of the world. It was not something I felt like dwelling on.
I turned back to Daniel and put a hand on his face. “We will deal with that later...okay?”
He was dubious but willing to let the issue lie. I could sense he was just happy we were okay. The world ending was not something either of us could logically come to terms with after such a dramatic day.
“Okay,” he said.
He took my hand again, and we walked over to where Sara and Shawn were appearing and disappearing every few seconds. People were waiting patiently for their turn to be taken to the ship. I didn’t try to walk in the darkness by myself. I was exhausted…and more than a little frightened of traveling in the dark on my own. What if I pulled something else out that should remain locked away? My actions had consequences…the world ending kind.
I have a question, Daniel said as we waited.
What?
What really happened to Anna?
I made a mistake, I admitted.
The visual of her turning in to a Nightstalker rose in front of my eyes. Daniel saw the moment and was startled. With the enmity between Anna and me, he hadn’t thought I would touch her, let alone forgive her.
“Should we track her down?” I asked.
“We’ll never catch her…not unless she wants to be caught,” he told me.
“Great…” I sighed.
Alex joined us in the line of people waiting to be transported. She had a question. “You said that Lorian said the name ‘Farrah’ right before he was killed, right?”
“Yeah,” I agreed.
“That name sounds really familiar to me,” she said.
“Familiar, like you know who he was referencing or familiar, like you’re a fan of ‘Charlie’s Angels?’” I asked.
“Both,” Alex said. She frowned. “But I can’t remember where I heard it.”
“I’m not sure if it’s important,” I said.
“He looked right at you and said it,” Alex pointed out. “Kind of a weird last thing to say.”
“Yeah, I know…” I replied, thinking over the moment again.
He had been so intense when he had said the name. It was as if he were asking for something…pleading? It was hard to tell.
“I’ll think on it,” she promised me. “Are we going to get our things from the school?”
“I’ll get them,” Daniel said.
“Find Spider, too,” I said. “He’s probably wandering around somewhere.”
“I will,” he agreed.
As we waited for our turn to be taken to the ships, I looked out over the yard. The prisoners we had rescued were gathered on the yawn. Some of the people looked empty, others looked relieved. Those who had been captured earlier in their imprisonment were crying and letting out their emotions, as they waited for Sara and Shawn to take them away from their time in hell. Those who had been there for a while simply stared. Bodies from the fallen dotted the landscape. Reaper’s soldiers were going from body to body, burning the dead. The prison was on fire. Behind me, someone set fire to the house. It flared up with a surge of heat. It felt like a great purging of the darkness the house had contained. Daniel watched the burning with me, his mind lost in a thousand memories, a thousand other battles.
While Daniel remained lost in the past, I was focused on the future. It felt impossible to focus elsewhere under the circumstances. The future had never felt closer. Lorian’s death was new territory. The war was finally ended.
But the fighting was far from over.
Grace’s attempt to capture me was a reminder that Marcus would never give up his search. He wouldn’t just go away and leave me alone. He wanted what I had. He wanted my blood. I promised myself to never forget that again. It was something I would have to deal with sooner rather than later…if I hoped to have any peace. My revenge on Lorian had only put me closer to Marcus’ clutches. Had River not been suspicious, Grace’s plan would have worked. I vowed to not forget that lesson any time soon.
When it was finally my turn to be taken to the ship, Sara took my hand with an awed expression on her face. She had heard my story and knew what I had done. She had gone through the darkness without hearing the voices. I had altered her world.
With her touch, I allowed her to pull me in to the darkness. This time, there were no voices calling for my attention. There was only silence. Nemesis was gone.
The world of the ship was quite different from the world of silence. Voices were raised in pain and other voices called out orders to keep the ship on course. There was a slow rocking and the dull hum of a large engine propelling us through the water. Florescent lights illuminated a narrow hall. Injured people were sitting, sometimes lying, wherever there was room in the crowded hall. Alex was on Sara’s other side; Daniel had gone with Shawn to get our things from the school and collect Spider.
River was going from person to person cleaning their injuries and doing what she could to make the healing process quicker. Not knowing what else to do, Alex and I tried to help her. We helped until Reaper and Daniel returned.
Reaper didn’t stand around for long. He jumped up the stairs, barking orders and returning some order to the chaos of the ship. The feeling on the ship shifted with his presence. People felt calmer. I heard Reaper set us on a course with Marcus’ hideout in the Alaskan Mountain Range – toward Daniel’s parents. It was another fight, another mission. It gave his people purpose and direction. I just hoped it wasn’t a suicide mission.
Daniel had my grandfather’s book, my guitar, and bags full of our clothes, and, of course, a woozy-looking Spider. Spider held on to the wall when they appeared - the rocking of the ship did not help his dizziness. His face turned green.
Alex took my grandfather’s book from Daniel’s arms, and I took my guitar. Spider, who still looked rather green, took a bag of clothes and fell in place behind us. Together, we went in search of a place to put our things and wait out the coming weeks of travel.
As I walked, I realized that our future would not be easy. It was a hard road we were taking – but one I was more than willing to take. Especially now. Whatever future was in store for me, I knew I would not face it alone. I had my family with me.
I just hoped that my future would not be the end of us all.
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